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THE ROAD TO WISDOM 


Maya And The Evolution of the 


Conception of God | 


M aya is not a theory; it is simply a 
statement of facts about the universe 
as it exists, and to understand Maya we must 
go back to the Samhitas and begin with the 
conception in the germ. 

Most of you are horrified when reading 
the old scriptures, whether of the Greeks, 
the Hebrews, the Persians, or others, to find 
that the ancient gods sometimes did things 
which, to us, are very repugnant. But when 
we read these books, we entirely forget that 
we are persons of the nineteenth century, and 
these gods were beings existing thousands 
of years ago. We also forget that the people 
who worshipped these gods found nothing 
incongruous in their characters, found 
nothing to frighten them, because they were 
very much like themselves. | may also remark 
that that is the one great lesson we have to 
learn throughout our lives. In judging others 
we always judge them by our own ideals. 
That is not as it should be. Everyone must be 
judged according to his own ideal, and not by 
that of anyone else. 

The idea of the cruel and ruthless Jehovah 
in the Old Testament has frightened many — 
but why? What right have they to assume 
that the Jehovah of the ancient Jews must 
represent the conventional idea of the God 
of the present day? And at the same time, we 
must not forget that there will come men 
after us who will laugh at our ideas of religion 
and God in the same way that we laugh at 
those of the ancients. The great mistake is in 
recognising the evolution of the worshippers, 
while we do not acknowledge the evolution 
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Growing Legacies 


of the Worshipped. He is not credited with 
the advance that his devotees have made. 
That is to say, you and I, representing ideas, 
have grown; these gods also, as representing 
ideas, have grown. This may seem somewhat 
curious to you — that God can grow. He 
cannot. He is unchangeable. In the same 
sense the real man never grows. But man’s 
ideas of God are constantly changing and 
expanding. We shall see later on how the 
real man behind each one of these human 
manifestations is immovable, unchangeable, 
pure, and always perfect; and in the same 
way the idea that we form of God is a mere 
manifestation, our own creation. Behind that 
is the real God who never changes, the ever 
pure, the immutable. But the manifestation is 
always changing, revealing the reality behind 
more and more. When it reveals more of the 
fact behind, it is called progression, when 
it hides more of the fact behind, it is called 
retrogression. Thus, as we grow, so the gods 
grow. From the ordinary point of view, just 
as we reveal ourselves as we evolve, so the 
gods reveal themselves. 


rom The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda, 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2016), 2. 104-06. 
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Reports 


This Special Issue 


Ramakrishna Mission, established on 1 May 1897 
at Balaram Bose’s house by Swami Vivekananda, 
has grown into a huge organisation involving 
monastic and non-monastic members, cater- 
ing to the spiritual, educational, medical, and 
other service needs of countless people in India 
and abroad. Prabuddha Bharata, one of the 
official English journals of the Ramakrishna 
Math and Ramakrishna Mission, brought 
out through its publication centre Advaita 
Ashrama, proudly presents its special issue 
on ‘Ramakrishna Mission: A Perennial Source 
of Inspiration’ to commemorate the 125th an- 
niversary of Ramakrishna Mission, which is 
being celebrated from May 2022 to May 2023 
all over the world. 
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Swami Vivekananda—A Master of Spiritual Engineering: 


‘My whole ambition in life is to set in motion 
a machinery which will bring noble ideas to 
the door of everybody, and then let men and 
women settle their own fate. 

—Swami Vivekananda 


Swami Vivekananda wanted to set up a 
machinery for all those who want to work for the 
welfare of others, and at the same time, achieve 
spiritual liberation which is the supreme goal of 
human life. He was very compassionate for his 
poor countrymen and wanted to uplift them. 
So, after returning from the West, Swamiji esta- 
blished Ramakrishna Mission, an organisation 
named after his great Master, on 1st May 1897. 
And since then, its wheels have been rolling on 
to accomplish the above spiritual goal which will 


continue for centuries. The Mission’s activities 
are aimed at the welfare of all people without any 
discrimination of caste, creed, or race. 

Sri Ramakrishna once said: ‘I have made the 
mould; you cast yourself in this mould’ As per 
the instructions of his Master, Swamiji set up an 
institution that operates on the synthesis of the 
four yogas of knowledge, devotion, conentra- 
tion, and selfless service to humanity done as 
worship of God. Swamiji manifested this idea 
in a concrete form at the global platform in the 
form of Ramakrishna Mission. 

Now, we celebrate the 125th anniversary of the 
establishment of this great organisation by Swami 
Vivekananda, the modern prophet of India. 

— Sudhir Mirage 
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SWAMI VIRESWARANANDA 
(Tenth President, Ramakrishna Math & Ramakrishna Mission) 


The goal of life is to realise God, though that is the one thing we forgot, 
like the boy in a story of Japan who was sent to the city on a specific errand but 
went round the city sight-seeing and came back home without doing the errand. 
We forget what we have come to earth for. The utilising of life for God-realisation 
had been India’s ideal from Vedic times and, as Swami Vivekananda had cautioned 
us, if we give up this ideal, India would die. Of course the ‘Moksha’ ideal was not 
for everyone at every stage but everyone had to go towards it step by step. So was 
there the four fold ideal—Dharma, Artha, Kama, Moksha. Life could be enjoyed 
but within the bounds of the ideal. 

The Hindu outlook was entirely socialistic. Everyone had his work to do. The 
stress was on our), not on privilege. Our culture held aloft only the right of every- 

2 = one to do his duty. Renunciation and service were 
the national ideals and when these were safe and 
/ well kept, the rest was sure to take care of itself. 
Everyone should live for the good not of oneself 
only but of the whole village and of the entire 
country. 

Sri Shankaracharya rightly stressed the 
‘Jnana’ aspect of spiritual striving. Mere rituals 
would not suffice and one should take to one of 
the four “Yogas’. In his famous peroration begin- 
ning with ‘Each soul is potentially Divine’, Swami 
Vivekananda has stated all of Vedanta in a nut- 
shell. ‘I and mine’, as Sri Ramakrishna used to 

—*s say, is bondage. “Thou and Thine’ is freedom. One 
can be free this moment if one has the will for it, but it needs a tremendous deter- 
mination. 

Sri Ramakrishna’s advent has given a great fillip to all ‘Sadhana’. Taking ad- 
vantage of it, one should strive and struggle. A taste for spiritual life has to be cul- 
tivated with effort. Life’s problems would never get completely solved, they would 
always be present; but despite them one should plunge into ‘Sadhana’. If there is 
\ earnestness, the time needed for ‘Sadhana’ could always be found. Despondency 

; and low spirits may come to every ‘sadhaka’ now and then, but there should be no 
slackening of effort. Sri Ramakrishna, Swami Vivekananda and the Holy Mother 
have stirred up a high tide of spirituality and now is the time for earnest aspirants 
\ to work up and reap a rich harvest of spiritual gains. 


(Excerpts from a speech delivered by Revered Maharaj on 12.08.1972 at the 
Platinum Jubilee celebration of Madras Math; Vedanta Kesari, October 1972, 


Pages 352-353) 


In reverential homage 
Bhaskar, Debasree, Devajit, Ruchira & Ahir 
Chittaranjan Park, New Delhi 
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Arise! Awake! And stop not till the goal is reached! 
Five Verses on ee 
Ramakrishna Mission 
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Salutations to the Ramakrishna Mission which has been formed solely for the welfare of the world! 
Salutations to that Mission which is a safehouse [for all]! Salutations to the Mission which is forever 
involved in spreading the life and words of great ones! Salutations to the Mission which believes, 
understands, and lives according to the fact that the whole world is one family! Salutations to that 
family of great ones among us! Salutations to the Mission which purifies and protects us all! 
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Salutations to the Mission which is firmly rooted in justice and righteousness! Salutations to the 
Mission which is the creator and the steward of several famous scholars! Salutations to the Mission 
which is a temple from heaven on earth! Salutations to the Mission that communicates the Vedas! 
Salutations to the Mission which resounds the teachings of those teachers among men! Salutations 


to the Mission which is of pure intent! Salutations to that family of great ones among us! Salutations 
to the Mission which works to sustain those of great intellect! 
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Salutations to the Mission which is the creation of Narendranath Datta (Swami Vivekananda)! Salu- 
tations to the Mission whose name is that of the son of the goddess Kali (Sri Ramakrishna)! Saluta- 
tions to the Mission which is firmly on the side of and is fond of the path set down by Her, who is 
adept at being a Mother (Sri Sarada Devi)! Salutations to the Mission which has rendered famous 
the world over the culture and essence of the scriptures from the Indian subcontinent! Salutations to 
that family of great ones among us! Salutations to the Mission which is a pillar of tradition! 
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Salutations to the Mission which is an embodiment of the essence of the Vedantic philosophy by 
respecting and honouring all religions and paths to the Divine that we see in the world! Salutations 
to the Mission which is an embodiment of the essence of the Vedantic aphorism “brahmasmi? that is 
contained in the scriptures by protecting and surrendering to all the living beings that we see in the 
world! Salutations to the Mission which made popular [the ideas of Swami Vivekananda, of | yoga 
born out of [all four paths]: Jnana yoga, Raja yoga, Karma yoga, and Bhakti yoga! Salutations to that 
family of great ones among us! Salutations to the Mission which is a pillar of discernment! 
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Salutations to the Mission which was established a blessed 125 years ago! Salutations to that Lord 
Almighty through whose sweet grace the Mission will indeed remain forever and ever! Salutations 
to the Mission which has verily been made through the heart-filled effort of the devotees of the Lord 
Almighty! Salutations to that family of great ones among us! Salutations to the Ramakrishna Mission, 


which is a temple of Sri Ramakrishna! 
—Srinivasan Raghuraman 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


EDITORIAL 


Ramakrishna Mission in the 21st Century 


HE INCEPTION OF THE Ramakrishna 
Mission is a momentous event in Indian 
history. The Mission brought about the 

national renaissance in India which ultimately 
culminated in political freedom. It also caused 
widespread social awareness and initiated a mass 
educational movement across the length and 


breadth of the country. It gave a new gospel of 


service to Indian society through dedicated and 
well-organised service centres, poverty allevia- 
tion projects, hospitals, and relief and rehabili- 
tation work. All these spectacular achievements 
had a spiritual undercurrent that nourished and 
sustained the organisation. This spiritual stream 
in the form of Sri Ramakrishna catalysed the 
awakening of spiritual consciousness throughout 
the world. Ramakrishna Mission is but a won- 
derful mechanism of selfless service and spiritua- 
lity that originated from, owes its existence to, 
and is an embodiment of, Sri Ramakrishna—the 
great source of perpetual spirituality. 

Ramakrishna Mission, in reality, is Sri Rama- 
krishna’s Mission. It is his punya sankalpa, the 
sacred resolution, that has taken the concrete 
form of this organisation. Every one of its activi- 
ties is the representation of one of the facets of Sri 
Ramakrishna’s multifarious spiritual ideal; each 
of its members is working hard and tirelessly try- 
ing to put into practice his vision of serving God 
in human beings. Hence, Ramakrishna Mission 
is nothing but the unrelenting continuance of 
Sri Ramakrishna’s Spiritual Mission, which he 
conducted throughout his lifetime. 

How far relevant is the extensive service being 
rendered by the Ramakrishna Mission in this 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


Bhagavan Sri Ramakrishna (1836-1886) 


modern period? How pertinent and important 
is the role of the Mission and its activities in the 
21st century? What are the new challenges the 
Mission is facing while dealing with the rapidly 
changing social and economic conditions in 
India and elsewhere? How is the Ramakrishna 
Mission responding and orienting itself to this 
evolving situation? How beneficial and effica- 
cious will be the activities of the Ramakrishna 
Mission in the coming decades of the present 
century? These are some of the germane issues, 
not only important from the historical view- 
point, but also closely related to the direction 
in which the Mission has to expand its sphere of 
influence in the coming decades. 
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Evolution of the Service Activities of 
Ramakrishna Mission 
Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda gave a 
new gospel of service based on the Vedantic ideal 
of seeing God in Man. The ground-breaking idea 
of ‘serving God in man’ captured the imagina- 
tion of the Indian intelligentsia and common 
folk alike, and opened a new vista of service and 
spirituality on the Indian horizon. The great 
contribution of the Ramakrishna Mission is in 
actualising this ideal and showing the world how 
to practise it in day-to-day life. 

The famous French savant and Nobel laureate, 
Romain Rolland, beautifully captures this effect 
of Swami Vivekananda’s teachings: 


He had a genius for arresting words and burning 
phrases, hammered white hot in the forge of his 
soul, so that they transpierced thousands. The 
one that made the deepest impression was the 
famous phrase: Daridra-Narayana (the beggar 
God)... “The only God that exists, the only Gods 
in whom I believe... my God the miserable, my 
God the poor of all races. It may justly be said 
that India’s destiny was changed by him, and that 
his teaching re-echoed throughout Humanity. ... 

So India was hauled out of the shifting sands 
of barren speculation, wherein she had been 
engulfed for centuries, by the hand of one of 
her own Sannyasins; and the result was that the 
whole reservoir of mysticism, sleeping beneath, 
broke its bounds, and spread by a series of great 
ripples into action. ... 

Whatever the part played in this reawaken- 
ing by the three generations of trumpeters dur- 
ing the previous century (the greatest of whom 
we salute, the genial precursor Ram Mohan 
Roy), the decisive call was the trumpet blast of 
the lectures delivered at Colombo and Madras 
[by Swami Vivekananda].! 


Through this ideal of “Service of God in Man; 
Ramakrishna Mission became the front-runner 
to the spiritual and social revolution in India 
during the 2oth century. 


Each period has its own conditions and re- 
quirements. 19th century India was ridden with 
utter poverty, a series of man-made and natural 
calamities, social inequality, political subjuga- 
tion, the lack of a universal education system, 
and the absence of economic opportunities. 
In the last few years of the roth century, the 
Ramakrishna Mission, with its meagre human 
and financial resources, arranged some relief 
works including the plague medical relief in 
Kolkata and also the drought relief in Murshi- 
dabad district of Bengal. These were spearheaded 
by Sister Nivedita and Swami Akhandananda 
respectively. Swami Vivekananda inspired and 
guided these initial service endeavours. Then, in 
course of time, permanent medical facilities were 
established by the monks of the Ramakrishna 
Mission in the pilgrimage places of Kashi, 
Haridwar, and Vrindavan. Subsequently, relief 
was provided to the refugees during the Second 
World War and the partition of India and to 
those who were severely affected by natural ca- 
lamities like drought, floods, communal clashes, 
fire, and the like. 

Later, the Ramakrishna Mission became a 
front-runner in providing quality and national- 
istic education to thousands of students coming 
from the middle-class and poor sections of so- 
ciety including refugee children. It rendered yeo- 
men service in the time of partition by opening 
orphanages and schools. The educational work 
of the Mission which commenced humbly in the 
pre-independence period made major headway 
after the independence with the establishment of 
huge educational institutions across the country. 

The Mission successfully expanded its relief 
activities into several major rehabilitation pro- 
jects spending a huge amount of money. The 
earthquake rehabilitation project in Latur (Maha- 
rastra) (1993), Orissa super-cyclone rehabilita- 
tion project (1999), Andhra Pradesh cyclone 
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rehabilitation project (1999-2000), and Gujarat 
earthquake rehabilitation project (2001)—are 
glowing illustrations of the efficient planning and 
effective execution of housing projects under- 
taken by the Ramakrishna Mission. 

In recent years, especially during the 150th 
birthday celebration of Swami Vivekananda 
(2012-13), the Ramakrishna Mission under- 
took several mass educational and welfare pro- 
grammes such as values education projects and 
Gadhadhar Abhyudhaya Prakalpa (GAP), an 
integrated child welfare scheme. Special projects 
were executed targeting socially and economic- 
ally backward sections of society. Some of the 
programmes like GAP are still continuing with 
the financial help of donors. 

Many centres of the Ramakrishna Mission 
are extending their service endeavours in diver- 
sified areas according to the needs of the time. 
The institutes of Human Excellence, youth and 
student counselling, skill-development pro- 
grammes, languages and computer learning 
centres, and the provisions for self-development 
and self-employment—are some of the fields, in 
which Ramakrishna Mission is expanding its ser- 
vice activities in recent times. 

Ramakrishna Mission has also been recognised 
as a fitting instrument in bringing about a silent 
educational and social revolution in many parts of 
India. The non-sectarian and non-political nature 
of the work has been appreciated by several inter- 
national agencies like UNESCO and others. 


Changing Times 


There have been tremendous changes in the 
Indian scenario in the last 125 years since the in- 
ception of the Ramakrishna Mission. The on- 
slaught of materialism in Indian society through 
all these years has transformed it to a great ex- 
tent. The innumerable problems that Western 
society is infested with have also made their 
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way into Indian 
society. Exces- 
sive consumerism 
and sensuality are 
intimidating In- 
dian society more 
than ever before. 
The overwhelm- 
ing digital tech- 
nology that has 
penetrated so- 
ciety is another 
cause of deep con- 
cern. Many In- 
dians, following 
the footsteps of 


Western society, 
are leading mechanical lives, altogether forget- 
ting their rich spiritual heritage and uniquely 
tolerant religious culture. 

The psychological and social maladies which 
were unheard of in the past have crept into mod- 
ern society. The youth and students are suffering 
from stress and anxiety-related problems due to 
the unbridled worldliness encompassing society 
today. There is an urgent need for proper guidance 
for our youth, who have fallen into the vicious 
circle of money-making and sensual pleasure. 

Despite rapid improvement in economic and 
social conditions, India is still suffering from the 
age-old ailments of poverty, social evils like caste 
discrimination and its offshoots—violence and 
injustice, rampant corruption, and degradation 
in ethical and spiritual values. Due to the wide 
disparity between the haves and the have-nots, 
there is growing frustration in the lower classes. 
It has caused increasing clashes and mutual ill- 
will among communities. 

However, India has made inroads in provid- 
ing universal education by opening schools in 
small towns and villages that mainly cater for the 
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underprivileged classes of society. Though lack- 
ing in several facilities like good teachers, infra- 
structure, classrooms, and other essentials, the 
Indian education system has a pervasive presence 
throughout the country. Several religious organi- 
sations and charitable institutions are running 
educational institutions of excellence through- 
out the country. 

The health sector has grown exponentially 
in India since its independence, though there 
are numerous villages which are still deprived 
of basic health facilities. Apart from the Gov- 
ernment initiative in setting up primary health 
centres in villages, private hospitals and dispens- 
aries have mushroomed in nooks and corners 
of cities and towns. Though the private initia- 
tives are mainly commercial, there is no dearth of 
charitable hospitals which are rendering yeomen 
service to the poor and deprived classes of society. 

The excellent pioneering service work done 
by the Ramakrishna Mission in several fields has 
made a constructive impact on Indian society. 
As a result, several religious and spiritual asso- 
ciations have come forward to serve the people 
in the field of their choice in the last hundred 
years. They all acknowledge with gratefulness 
the positive influence that the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion has made on their sphere of service activi- 
ties. Though the Ramakrishna Mission could 
serve a limited number of people residing in cer- 
tain parts of the country, compared to the huge 
growing population of India—the perfect stan- 
dard set by the Mission has become an ideal for 
other service organisations to emulate and adapt 
in their service centres. 


The Challenges before the 
Ramakrishna Mission 


Ramakrishna Mission has always responded to 
the need of the times from the time of its in- 
ception. It has reoriented itself to the needs of 


society for 125 years. Hence, it is in the fitness 
of things to dwell on the challenges before the 
Ramakrishna Mission in the 21st century. 

The demand for formal education involving 
educational institutions is slowly, but definitely, 
lessening in the modern scenario. However, edu- 
cational institutions run by the Mission are con- 
tinuing to be the centres of excellence and are 
an inspiration for other service organisations. 
Despite several administrative and logistic prob- 
lems in maintaining these institutions, the Mis- 
sion is expanding its educational services in the 
north-eastern states like Manipur and Arunachal 
Pradesh and also in several rural areas. In the 
coming days, conducting service activities in the 
educational field, which involves teething difh- 
culties including high financial implications, will 
be one of the major challenges for the Mission. 

The hospitals, dispensaries, and mobile 
medical units conducted by the Ramakrishna 
Mission are known for serving disadvantaged 
people at no or very cheap cost. The people im- 
mensely trust the Mission’s sincere efforts in 
the health sector, and hence, there is a grow- 
ing demand for them, especially in rural areas. 
However, the rising cost of infrastructure and 
medical appliances, the non-availability of 
skilled doctors and medical personnel and other 
glitches are hampering the sincere and commit- 
ted endeavours of the Ramakrishna Mission in 
extending medical services to new areas. Des- 
pite the odds, the Mission is trying its best to 
give quality medical services and also to extend 
the facilities, particularly in rural areas. This is 
another challenge the Ramakrishna Mission is 
facing in the 21st century. 

It is inspiring to note that the Mission, in 
recent years, is spreading its service activities 
to non-formal and non-traditional realms to 
cater to the needs of the times. The demand 
for such initiatives as Personality Development 
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courses, outreach to students and youth in vil- 
lages and small towns through programmes like 
Viveka Vahini (Ramakrishna Math [ Yogodyan], 
Kankurgacchi, Kolkata), Viveka Murusu (Sri 
Ramakrishna Math, Chennai), Jnanavahini (Sri 
Ramakrishna Ashrama, Mysuru), Human Excel- 
lence Centres (as in Hyderabad and elsewhere), 
informal Values-Education courses—are increas- 
ing day by day. Many centres of the Ramakrishna 
Mission have been responding to this by start- 
ing several creative and innovative projects that 
attract a large number of students and youths. 
Conducting new types of non-formal service 
activities with the limited human and financial 
resources available is one of the major challenges 
for the Ramakrishna Mission in the 21st century. 

The relevance of relief, rehabilitation, and 
poverty alleviation programmes being carried 
out by the Ramakrishna Mission on such a large 
scale, cannot be overestimated in the present 
context. The Ramakrishna Mission has turned 
out to be a beacon of light to thousands of people 
in a situation when such projects undertaken by 
Government agencies and others are found to 
be ineffective and ridden with corrupt practices. 
Perfect accountability, eficient management, 
and sincere and honest enterprise—are some of 
the hallmarks of the works undertaken by the 
Mission, which have found wide acceptance and 
appreciation by the public at large. However, 
there are several difficulties in coordinating with 
government and non-government agencies in 
implementing such projects. The Ramakrishna 
Mission, even with such glitches, has always lent 
a helping hand to unfortunate brothers and sis- 
ters who have been affected by natural calami- 
ties. The furtherance of this noble service, with 
improvement in quality as well as quantity, is an- 
other major challenge to the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion in the 21st century. 

The publication of books and journals is 
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another important aspect of the spiritual service 
of the Ramakrishna Mission. In the age of wide- 
spread internet connectivity and smart digital 
devices, the scope of printed books and jour- 
nals in our daily life is fast diminishing. People 
are demanding digital (audio and visual) books 
and the digital format of journals. The printing 
media is slowly switching itself to digital media. 
Ramakrishna Mission has not lagged behind in 
this digital revolution. It is offering several titles 
and its journals to the public in digital format 
(including Prabuddha Bharata) and they are be- 
coming popular among the public. Apart from 
this, Prabuddha Bharata is offering online its en- 
tire 125 years archive for digital consumption, at 
a nominal price, to those who are interested. To 
continue with digital innovation and coming out 
with user-friendly platforms to cater to the need 
of the new generation is another challenge for 
the Ramakrishna Mission in the coming days. 
Like its publications, the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion also provides great spiritual service to hu- 
manity through spiritual discourses and retreats. 
What we find in some quarters now are nar- 
rower and archaic interpretations of the spir- 
itual teachings of Sanatana Dharma. Hence, a 
large number of sincere aspirants are deprived 
of broad, modern, and relevant spiritual nourish- 
ment suited for this modern age. Thus, stepping 
up the service of dissemination of the liberal 
and universal spiritual messages of the Vedanta 
and the Holy Trio (Ramakrishna-Sarada-Vive- 
kananda) to the masses is another challenge to 
the Ramakrishna Mission in the 21st century. 
Ramakrishna Mission is trying hard to in- 
volve and engage a number of private centres 
and other unafhliated institutions into what is 
generally called the Ramakrishna Movement. 
The formation of Sri Ramakrishna-Viveka- 
nanda Bhavaprachar Parishads in almost 
all parts of India and active guidance by the 
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monks of the Ramakrishna Order to those in- 
stitutions, which are its members—have greatly 
extended the sphere of the positive influence of 
the Ramakrishna Mission to wider areas. Fur- 
ther strengthening and increasing the number 
of the Bhavaprachar Parishads and strict moni- 
toring of the spiritual and service activities of 
the member ashramas and institutions is an- 
other challenge that the Ramakrishna Mission 
will face in the ensuing decades of this century. 


Standing Like a Rock of Gibraltar 


The inner essence of the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion is the inexhaustible spiritual treasure 
generated by the intense spiritual disciplines 
of Sri Ramakrishna, Sri Sarada Devi, Swami 
Vivekananda, and other direct disciples of 
Sri Ramakrishna as also that of the count- 
less revered monks who lived exemplary lives. 
Ramakrishna Mission is not an NGO (Non- 
Governmental Organisation) in normal terms 
that depend on external human and financial re- 
sources for its sustenance. It is primarily a spiri- 
tual organisation that has a spiritual origin and 
is expanding only through the spiritual nour- 
ishment it is receiving. It has stood the test of 
time by enduring several crises and problems of 
gigantic proportions. It has always maintained 
its purity of purpose and action despite pass- 
ing through adamantine difficulties of various 
types. Ramakrishna Mission has always heralded 
the spiritual ideal of its founders and is march- 
ing ahead brimming with ever-increasing con- 
fidence and energy in serving more and more 
sections of people in various parts of the world, 
without any distinction of caste, creed, and na- 
tionality. Through the grace of the Holy Trio 
and the sacrifice and hard enterprise of hun- 
dreds of monks, devotees, and volunteers, it will 
persistently carry on its service activities in the 
coming decades of the 21st century. 


This spiritual ideal is not limited to space 
and time. It is eternally guiding the humanity 
throughout its existence. Ramakrishna Mission 
is the concretised embodiment of Sanatana 
Dharma, the eternal religion of India. Hence, 
its endurance and significance will also remain 
for time eternal. It stands like a rock of Gibraltar 
amidst the transient turbulences of history— 
good or bad. It will continue to inspire, reori- 
ent, and rejuvenate the Indian national ideals 
of service and spirituality for many more cen- 
turies forward. 


A Guiding Light for Eternity 


The Ramakrishna Mission is a lofty example 
of how an ennobling ideal and immense prac- 
ticality can be beautifully blended to benefit 
society at large. It is also a great illustration to 
show that the Vedantic teachings are not ab- 
struse ideas but truly are life-giving principles 
that make our life meaningful and blessed. The 
method of work in the Ramakrishna Mission 
is a perfect model for all spiritual aspirants 
to emulate in their lives to lead an authentic 
spiritual life. This organisation and its found- 
ers are an eternal blessing to humanity. To an 
organisation that is destined to serve for hun- 
dreds of years, 125 years is but a small foot- 
step in the landscape of endless time. Standing 
firmly on the strong edifice of the highest spir- 
itual ideals exemplified by its pioneers, this 
organisation will be the guiding light to the 
whole of humanity, not for some years or cen- 
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turies to come—but for eternity! oe 
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The Sri Ramakrishna Mission—The Scope 
and the Method of Its Work 


By His Holiness Swami Brahmananda 


(President of the Sri Ramakrishna Mission) 


r | VHE ILLUSTRIOUS DISCIPLE of Bhaga- 
van Sri Ramakrishna Deva, the world- 
renowned Swami Vivekananda was the 

first to bring before the world at large the all- 

embracing and universal teachings of his Mas- 
ter for the moral and spiritual elevation of 
humanity. His lucid lectures in English, ren- 
dering the inimitably simple and profound 
teachings of Sri Ramakrishna in the language 
of the modern educated men of the world, are 
too well-known to require any comment. They 
reveal to a great extent the infinite love and 
universality of his Master’s heart and at once 
appeal to everyone, whether in the Old or in 
the New World who may have the good fortune 
to go through any of them. That the Swamiji’s 
exposition of the teachings of his Master, who 
is the living embodiment of the Eternal and 

Universal Religion as revealed in the Vedas, 

has given a decided turn to the methods of 

Religious Propagandism in the world, is best 

attested by the fact that fanaticism, bigotry, 

and narrow mindedness are gradually being 
thrown out by all thoughtful votaries of every 
religion, who have consequently become more 


This is a reproduction of an article that appeared 
in the March 1910 issue of Indian Review. Revered 
Swami Brahmanandaji Maharaj is adored as the 
spiritual son of Sri Ramakrishna and was the first 
President of the Ramakrishna Order. 
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Swami Brahmananda (1863-1922) 


sympathetic and broad-minded than those of 
the previous generations. The non-sectarian 
Swamis belonging to this Mission who practise 
and preach the teachings of Sri Ramakrishna 
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like their great predecessor Srimat Swami 
Vivekananda, and are now looked upon as true 
teachers of religion all over the world, where 
their services are much sought after nowadays, 
are living proofs of this new spirit of spiritual 
unfoldment everywhere to be found in the civi- 
lised portions of the earth. 

Sri Ramakrishna Mission teaches the poten- 
tial divinity of all men and women. The prac- 
tice of religion reveals this to them and what 
leads one to the realisation of his divine nature is 
called religion, the greatest friend one can have. 
It never contradicts reason, and hence according 
to it, what is irrational constitutes irreligion, the 
greatest enemy one can have. 

It preaches the worship of one supreme Being 
and not more than one who is named variously 
by the various nations of the world, such as 
Brahma, Allah, God, Jehovah, etc., just as one 
water is named variously in various languages. It 
preaches subserviency to no intermediate Being 
between man and the supreme Lord in conso- 
nance with the teachings of Sri Krishna’ who 
represents all the Vedic sages, the discoverers of 
the mantras. It advocates no mysticism which is 
apt to make a fool of a man by making him be- 
lieve in all sorts of absurdities, and thus instead 
of giving him religion makes him an irreligious 
mystic absolutely ignorant of truth. It shows the 
Vedanta (the Upanishads) to be the common 
basis of all the religions of the past, the present, 
and the future, and regards modern science as 
helpful to a certain extent in understanding the 
truths imbedded therein. It upholds the service 
of one supreme Being in His various manifest- 
ations, as that helps one in the unfoldment of 
one’s own spiritual nature. It lays the greatest 
emphasis upon the practice of religion, and does 
not melt away in mere intellectual assent or dis- 
sent of a certain set of dogmas. It exhorts every 
man to stick to the religion in which he is born, 
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as such true religion taught by such God-men as 
the sages of India, Buddha, Zoroaster, Christ, 
Mahomet, etc., who are known as incarnations 
or mouthpieces of the supreme Lord, is a path 
leading to Him and Him alone. One’s own re- 
ligion is the shortest path to one’s realisation of 
truth; any other religion not being well-adapted 
to one’s nature, cannot take one to the desired 
goal in this or many other lives to come. So this 
Mission does not ask a Hindu to be a Christian, 
a Christian to be a Hindu or a Mahomedan, etc., 
but asks a Hindu to be a true Hindu, a Christian 
to bea true Christian, a Mahomedan to be a true 
Mahomedan, and so on. Hence, proselytism is 
what it altogether denounces. 

From this, it follows, that it agrees with all 
the religions of the world without admitting the 
exclusive perfection of any one of them. Variety 
of religions is necessary on account of the var- 
iety of human minds, some being mostly calm 
and blissful (saztvika), some mostly restless and 
ambitious (7ajasika), and some mostly dull and 
procrastinating (tamasika). So there should 
be many religions in the world which may be 
broadly classified under four heads, namely, 
Bhakti Marga (the path of devotion), Karma 
Marga (the path of work), Yoga Marga (the path 
of concentration), and Jzana Marga (the path 
of discrimination). 

Thus, Sri Ramakrishna Mission is distinct 
from all the other religious missions of the past 
and the present, as it only has discovered the har- 
mony, the common basis, and the necessity of all 
the various religions, whereas each of the other 
religious missions of the world asserts its own in- 
fallibility, perfection, and supremacy over all the 
rest. Sri Ramakrishna is the modern discoverer 
and preacher of this Eternal and Universal Re- 
ligion all over the world, which was discovered 
and taught to a select few by the Vedic sages and 
preached broadcast by Sri Krishna only in the 
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civilised portions of India during his time. The 
book called Srimad Bhagavad Gita is Sri Krish- 
na’s popular commentary on the Upanishads, 
which he actually meant for all qualified people 
of all ages through the medium of Arjuna, the 
incarnation of the sage Nara or Man. The later 
commentators of this memorable book, such as 
Sri Sankara, Sri Ramanuja, Sri Madhava, and 
others could not agree amongst themselves as 
each one of them grasped a portion and not the 
whole of Sri Krishna’s Universal and Eternal 
mind, which shows itself forth in that book and 
is the one basis of all the religions of the past, 
the present, and the future—monistic, qualified 
monistic, and dualistic. 

In Sri Ramakrishna, the same Universal and 
Eternal mind has manifested itself again for the 
spiritual regeneration of all—by bringing in the 
harmony ofall the religions and peace and good- 
will to humanity. If ignorance, the cause of re- 
peated births and deaths, is to be avoided once 
for all, and if wisdom, the discoverer of eternal 
life in every soul and endless bliss without the 
least touch of misery, are to be realised even in 
this life; if universal love, peace, and harmony are 
to be brought to this world, which is at present 
the abode of hatred, discord, malice, selfishness, 
and many other vices; and thus, if we want to 
be happy in every way and see all others so, the 
all-embracing and all-consoling teachings of Sri 
Ramakrishna should be preached all over the 
world—in all languages, to the learned and the 
unlearned, the rich and the poor, the civilised 
and the uncivilised, the hopeful and the hope- 
less, the well-dressed and the ill-dressed, the 
honoured and the neglected, etc., irrespective 
of caste, creed, and nationality. 

Bearing this in mind, and serving the various 
manifestations of the one supreme Being in 
the forms of all men and women of the world 


by bringing before them the Gospel of Sri 
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Ramakrishna that tells all in sweet, simple, un- 
equivocal, and all solacing language about the 
divine, blissful, and eternal nature of every soul, 
and the non-existence of the bugbears of sin, 
death, eternal hellfire, etc., created by our own 
ignorance that is fed and nurtured by all the per- 
verse tendencies of our minds, the workers of 
the Mission should work out their own salva- 
tion and thus be a blessing to themselves as well 
as to others. 

For the benefit of the younger generations 
there should be a Junior Vivekananda Society 
attached to every centre where two or three days 
in a week the boys and the young men of the lo- 
cality are to be taught in the simplest language 
the truths about religion elucidating them with 
stories and narratives from the Vedas, the Upa- 
nishads, the Puranas, and the Itihasas (Ramayana 
and Mahabharata) as well as the other religious 
books of the world. 

This is what we expect from each member 
of the Mission in every centre, who should 
place himself entirely under the direction of 
the President of that centre who, in his turn, 
should be wholly guided by the President of the 
entire Mission. 

May the Blessings of Sri Ramakrishna be 
upon all the workers of the Mission, so that by 
diligently doing their duties mentioned above, 
they may bless themselves, as well as others. This 
is the incessant prayer of my heart at the feet of 
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my Master, Sri Ramakrishna Deva. ow 
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The Modernity of 
Sri Ramakrishna’s Religion 


Swami Smaranananda 


Modernity 


o many people, the idea of being modern 
is synonymous with the rejection of religion 
and all that is associated with it. Modernity 

is, to some others, a vague notion that is associated 
with rejecting the past and living a fashionable, 
snobbish life. In India, modernism is still an un- 
defined concept. The modern age which began, in 
a sense, with the Industrial Revolution has taken 
rapid strides in the twentieth century. Today we 
are living in a world where technology is imping- 
ing more and more on social and individual life. 
In spite of this fact, India, with a vastly illiterate 
population, is at once associated with three ages: 
the ancient, the medieval, and the modern. 
Broadly speaking, the modern age has three 
characteristics: 1. the spirit of scientific enquiry, 
humanism, and democracy; 2. individual liberty; 
and 3. the idea of collective security leading to 
universalism as different from nationalism. Basic 
to these characteristics has been the concept of 
continual progress, leading to an evolutive and 
dynamic life, making humans go constantly in 
search of new modes of enjoyment, new time- 
saving devices, and fresh conquests of the secrets 
of nature. With all, in every country, there is a 
tendency to seek constant change in an ever- 
changing world and to abhor a static condition. 


This unique article is reproduced from the Febru- 
ary 1972 issue of Prabuddha Bharata. Most Revered 
Swami Smarananandaji Maharaj is the President of 
the Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission. 
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If we look at Sri Ramakrishna’s life and teach- 
ings in the light of the foregoing outline of mod- 
ern trends, we would find that his insight into 
the nature of man is remarkable. His prophetic 
vision had, as it were, anticipated the problems 
of modern man and given him solutions. No 
doubt, the solutions are necessarily in the back- 
ground of man’s eternal purpose—that of realis- 
ing his divine nature. Of course, this goal itself 
is liable to be questioned by the modern man. 
But in the case of Sri Ramakrishna, the goal 
was a self-evident truth that had been realised 
by him through spiritual experience, and what 
was needed was an adjustment of modern man’s 
life to this goal. How this can be done is illus- 
trated by incidents in Sri Ramakrishna’ own life 
of spiritual practices and realisations. 

This is not surprising if we remember that Sri 
Ramakrishna’s guiding light is meant for modern 
times. He came at a time which was, as it were, 
the twilight between the medieval and the mod- 
ern ages in India. Calcutta was then the capital 
of British India and leading modern intellectu- 
als of this city were confronted by this humble 
Brahmin from a remote village in Bengal, un- 
trained and uneducated in modern ways. And 
they found him to be more than their match. 

Sri Ramakrishna’s rejection of education is 
very significant. He branded it as “bread-win- 
ning education’ and rejected it. Of course, the 
reference was to the knowledge of the priestly 
profession that his elder brother Ramkumar 
wanted him to acquire. But by this remark, his 
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penetrative mind had 
rejected all kinds of 
‘economics-oriented’ 
education. Modern 
education, particu- 
larly in India, is only 
economics-oriented, 
or still worse, job-ori- 
ented. Young people 
in modern times have 
to devote the best part 
of their lives to acquir- 
ing a university degree 
or proficiency in some 
trade so that they can 
earn a living when 
they grow up. 

But a man does 
not live by bread alone. The purpose of educa- 
tion should be to bring into blossom all that is 
great in the individual. Sri Ramakrishna had in- 
sisted that he would have only that knowledge 
by which God—the Ultimate Truth—could be 
known. This insistence puts the finger on the 
weakest point in modern education, the purpose 
of which is not to develop an integrated person- 
ality in the educated but to make one fit to earn 
living after acquiring academic qualifications. 

In spite of this rejection of the economics-ori- 
ented education, we perceive in Sri Ramakrishna’s 
actions the time-spirit of modernity operating. 


Scientific Spirit 


At the back of the scientific spirit is the idea that 
nothing should be accepted without experimen- 
tation, without having verifiable proof in the 
form of direct perception by oneself or by some 
reliable authority. One is not prepared to accept 
anything merely on belief. 

We find ample evidence of this spirit in Sri 
Ramakrishna. Only the tools of the experiment 
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Sri Ramakrishna Temple at Belur Math 


were different. Material knowledge could be 
obtained through an experiment in a science 
laboratory. But for spiritual knowledge, one 
must experiment with one’s own body and mind. 
This is what Sri Ramakrishna did. The religion 
practised was not based on mere beliefs. He 
wanted to see the Divine Mother face to face 
and succeeded in doing so. 

During his days of intense hankering for the 
vision of the Divine Mother, Sri Ramakrishna 
would sometimes sit before the image of Kali 
and say to her: ‘Art Thou true, Mother, or is it 
all a fiction of the mind—mere poetry without 
any reality? If Thou dost exist, why can I not see 
Thee? Is religion, then, a fantasy, a mere castle in 
the air?’ Once, to test whether the Mother was 
real, he took a piece of cotton wool and held it 
under Her nostrils. Strangely enough, it moved. 
At last, after he had the first vision of the Divine 
Mother, he could have Her vision whenever he 
wanted and She became more real to him than 
the external world. 
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In all his spiritual practices, this attitude of 
a researcher was always prominent. In later life, 
when his disciples came to him, he always en- 
couraged them to test everything before accept- 
ing. Narendra, the future Swami Vivekananda, 
once wanted to find out whether the Master’s 
reaction to the touch of metal or coins was real. 
Therefore, once he slipped, unknown to the 
Master, a rupee coin underneath his bed. When 
the Master came and sat on the bed, he jumped 
up in excruciating pain, as if stung by a scorpion. 
The disciples who were present tried to find out 
what was wrong in the bed and were astonished 
to find nothing more dangerous than a rupee 
coin! Narendra was shamefaced! But the Master 
reassured him by conveying his satisfaction over 
his disciple’s attitude of testing before believing. 

On another occasion, he said to a disciple: 
“You must examine a Sadhu by day and by night 
before believing in him.” Years later Swami 
Vivekananda would often say: “Do not believe 
in a thing because you have read about it in a 
book. Do not believe in a thing because another 
man has said it was true. Do not believe in words 
because they are hallowed by tradition. Find 
out the truth for yourself. Reason it out. That 
is realisation.” 

Thus, we see that the spirit of enquiry and 
reasoning was not stifled in the religion taught 
by Sri Ramakrishna. On the other hand, these 
were encouraged, befitting the scientific spirit 
of the modern age. 


Humanism 


Man’s concern for fellow man was not much in 
evidence in the Middle Ages, though Buddhism 
and Christianity had introduced philanthropic 
activities as a part of their religious practice. It 
is the modern spirit of humanism that has set 
in motion great activities of social service in the 
modern world. 
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Sri Ramakrishna’s concern for the suffering 
humanity was phenomenal. His concern for 
others was not restricted to the physical plane. 
We in the modern world often believe that only 
such actions as medical service and the like are 
philanthropic acts. But humans, it must be rec- 
ognized, are not merely physical beings. They 
live on three planes: physical, mental, and spir- 
itual. And humanity needs help on all these 
three planes. While compassion and love are 
basic to all kinds of service rendered to human- 
ity, all people do not have the capacity to serve 
others on all the levels. For instance, an affluent 
person alone can make big charities. It is not pos- 
sible for a beggar to do so. 

Similarly, only one who is equipped academ- 
ically and is learned, can help others in acquiring 
education and mental development. The spir- 
itual level is the highest level of human existence. 
And only a person who is spiritually advanced in 
a great measure can help others in this direction. 

Sri Ramakrishna was a spiritual teacher par 
excellence. He had realised truth through hard 
spiritual practices over long years, and his reali- 
sations had proved to him the ephemeral nature 
of worldly existence. He could have withdrawn 
completely from the world, had he chosen to 
do so, designating it as maya. But his immeasur- 
able compassion for suffering humanity would 
not allow him to do that. He yearned for a band 
of earnest disciples who would spread his mes- 
sage and bring solace to others through spiritual 
awakening. And in the evenings, when the tem- 
ple rang with the sound of bells and conch shells 
during the evening service, he would climb to the 
roof of the building in the garden and cry out at 
the top of his voice: “Come, my boys! Oh, where 
are you? I cannot bear to live without you!” A 
mother’s yearning for her child or that of a lover's 
for his/her beloved was nothing compared to the 
intensity of the Master’s yearning for his devotees. 
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And when the disciples began coming, he 
gave himself for their sake without the least self- 
ish thought. Even when he was lying critically 
ill at Cossipore during the last days, he could 
not be prevented from uttering a few words of 
spiritual solace and awakening to anyone who 
came to him. 

Thus, we see that the humanism of Sri 
Ramakrishna was tuned to the highest plane of 
human life—the spiritual. Nevertheless, his com- 
passion for suffering humanity on other levels 
was also evident on various occasions. When he 
had been with Mathur to Baidyanath Dham on 
a pilgrimage, he was moved to tears by seeing 
poor people not having even the wherewithal 
for a single meal. He asked Mathur to feed them 
sumptuously and give them clothes, and refused 
to move from the place unless Mathur carried 
out his wish. 

Sri Ramakrishna was not content in help- 
ing humanity himself; he wanted his mission 
to be carried forward by Sri Sarada Devi, his 
divine consort, and his chief disciple Swami 
Vivekananda with the help of his brother dis- 
ciples. His instruction to them in this respect is 
significant. 

Once, during his last days at the Cossipore 
garden house, the Master in an indrawn mood 
said to the Holy Mother: “You see, the people of 
Calcutta appear to be crawling about like worms 
in the dark. Do look after them, He impressed 
upon her on various occasions that she would 
have to continue the work of spiritual ministra- 
tion after his departure from the world. 

The same concern for suffering humanity was 
evident when he admonished Narendra (future 
Swami Vivekananda), who wanted to remain 
always absorbed in xirvikalpa samadhi. He said: 

For shame! How can you ask such things? I 

thought you were a vast receptacle of life, and 

here you wish to stay absorbed in personal joy 
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like an ordinary man! ... This realisation will 
become so natural to you, by the grace of the 
Mother, that in your normal state you will real- 
ise the One Divinity in all beings; you will do 
great things in the world; you will bring spir- 
itual consciousness to men, and assuage the 
misery of the humble and the poor. 


On another occasion, Swami Vivekananda 
was startled by the Master’s words: “Not com- 
passion. Not compassion, but service of man in 
the knowledge that it is service of God (Siva 
jndane jiva-seva).° When he heard these words at 
Dakshineshwar, he told his companions that, to 
him, a new light was thrown on religious life that 
day. Thus we find that Sri Ramakrishna’s concern 
for suffering humanity knew no bounds. It was 
not the shallow humanism of modern thinkers. 
He had infused a new sense of fulfilment and a 
higher purpose into the concept of humanism 
and made it embrace all the three levels of human 
existence—physical, mental, and spiritual. 


Democracy—Individual Freedom 


Nothing could be far from Sri Ramakrishna, the 
God-intoxicated, than the political concepts of 
democracy and individual liberty. But if we have 
a close look at his life and teachings, we would 
find that the essence of these concepts has im- 
perceptibly found a place in them, as applied to 
religion and spiritual life. 

Democracy has for its base the concept of in- 
dividual liberty. Man, by his very nature, seeks 
freedom and the modern man wants the great- 
est opportunities for its expression. But even in 
the modern age, individual freedom has hardly 
any scope in most religions. Each cult demands 
rigorous adherence to its principles. Some reli- 
gions hold that theirs is the only true religion 
and that all others are false or at the most half 
way houses. Such religions demand unqualified 
acceptance of all their dogmas. Any questioning 
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is considered as heresy. In Europe, during the 
Middle Ages, one accused of heresy had to pay 
for it with one’s life. Therefore, religion seems 
very much opposed to the concepts of demo- 
cracy and individual freedom. 

But Sri Ramakrishna’s religion, founded on 
the great Vedantic principles, is truly broad- 
based. It gives wide scope for each individual as- 
pirant to practice whatever religion he pleases. 
In his religion, the concept of ista-devata (one’s 
chosen deity), has a pivotal role to play. Reli- 
gion, which demands man’s whole being for the 
fulfilment, cannot reach its heights if curbed by 
inhibitions imposed by priestcraft. Only when 
it is practised out of one’s own sweet choice 
can religion bear its fruit. Therefore, the con- 
cept of ista-devata as opposed to that of kula- 
devata (one’s family deity) was encouraged by 
Sri Ramakrishna. 

His dictum, ‘As many schools of thought, so 
many ways of reaching the goal’, emphasised the 
fact that everyone was free to follow the path of 
that religious practice which appealed to him the 
most. Every great avatara (incarnation) preaches 
that doctrine which is most suitable for the age 
in which he appears. Earlier incarnations had 
emphasised the importance of the creed they 
proclaimed, often to the exclusion of other 
creeds. Only Sri Krishna, who preached the syn- 
thetic gospel of the Gita, was an exception. In 
the modern age, when the concept of individual 
freedom is in the ascendancy, Sri Ramakrishna’s 
liberal religious ideas have helped religion to 
withstand the onslaught of new ideas. 

Alongside the concept of individual freedom, 
the idea of collective security and universalism 
is making headway in the modern world. Often 
it is thought that the concept of individual free- 
dom is opposed to that of collective security 
and therefore it should be curbed by all means. 
Inherent in this conflict is the suspicion that 
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individual liberty may deteriorate into a license 
to the detriment of society as a whole. This sus- 
picion is not baseless; instances of such a deteri- 
oration of individual liberty are not wanting. 

Applying this idea to religion, one may con- 
sider it desirable that all humanity should be 
converted to one religion. Such a belief has led 
in the past to the rise of proselytism and conse- 
quent religious wars and conflicts. 

But religion, in its higher reaches, is essen- 
tially individualistic. Otherwise, there can be no 
spiritual practice. But that does not mean that 
one should impose one’s religion on others. Col- 
lective security and universalism lie in allowing 
each man have his own way, without imping- 
ing upon the other man’s interests. This is par- 
ticularly true of religion, where fanatical zeal to 
propagate one’s own belief to the detriment of 
others retards spirituality. 

It was to demonstrate true universalism, 
therefore, that Sri Ramakrishna accepted all 
kinds of religious beliefs and practised many of 
them in his own life at different times. He did 
not approve of criticism of even such religious 
practices which had in them the potentiality to 
debase a sadhaka (religious aspirant) and lead 
him or her away from the goal. Thus, once when 
Narendranath railed vehemently against a par- 
ticular sect given to immoral practices, he put 
in quietly: “But, you see, there is a backdoor en- 
trance also to every house. These religious prac- 
tices are backdoor entrances to spirituality. Some 
aspirants may find them suitable.” 

Thus, in Sri Ramakrishna’s religion, individual 
freedom and collective security were not con- 
flicting ideologies but complementary to each 
other, and these two together led to universalism. 


Overcoming Social Differences 


It is also significant that Sri Ramakrishna was 
aware of some of the acute social problems of 
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modern India. The simple un-premeditated so- 
lutions that become revealed in his conversa- 
tions are unique. Thus we find that his solution 
to the caste problem is striking. He said that de- 
votees had no caste—they all belonged to the 
same caste. The love of God purifies and unifies 
all. All distinctions of caste or social status, race 
or colour, disappear through its purifying influ- 
ence. Therefore, if people turn their attention to 
the essential aspects of religion, the social differ- 
ences will melt away into nothing. 

Similarly, the position of women, which 
is even today an unsolved question in many 
countries, was raised to the highest level by Sri 
Ramakrishna. For him, every woman was an 
embodiment of the Divine Mother and as such 
worthy of respect. He himself had worshipped 
Kali, the Divine Mother, all his life. One of 
his chief preceptors was Bhairavi Brahmani, a 
learned nun. He respected highly his own wife 
and worshipped her as the embodiment of the 
Divine Mother. 

When one of his monastic disciples, then a 
young man, said concerning women, ‘Oh, I can- 
not bear them!’ he reproved him saying: “You 
talk like a fool! Look down upon woman! What 
for? They are the manifestations of the Divine 
Mother. Bow down to them as your mother and 
hold them in respect. That is the only way to es- 
cape their influence.”* 

Indeed, today in India, the position of women 
is vastly different from what it was some fifty 
years ago. Nevertheless, there is a great scope for 
improvement. And that can come about on the 
basis indicated by Sri Ramakrishna. 

The modern man is often pragmatic in his 
outlook. He asks: ‘Ifsuch and such a thing hap- 
pens, what of that? How shall I benefit from 
it?’ We find in Sri Ramakrishna’s religion this 
element of pragmatism. He abhorred theo- 
ries. “What is the use of counting the leaves 
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of mango trees?’ he said. “When you are ina 
mango grove, eat mangoes to your heart’s con- 
tent. If God is truth, put forth all your efforts 
to realise Him instead of wasting time in idle 
argumentation. 

Thus, we find that the religion preached by 
Sri Ramakrishna was meant for the modern 
human, and significantly enough he came down 
at the dawn of the present age. In his own words: 
“The coins that were legal, tendered in Mogul 
times, cannot be so in British times!’ Similarly, 
though the truths preached by prophets who 
preceded Sri Ramakrishna have an eternal value 
and are applicable to all times, the methods of 
religious practice advocated by them were meant 
for the time and climes in which they lived. Sri 
Ramakrishna’s advent was in modern times and 
he spent most of his life in a modern city com- 
ing in close contact with modern people and 
recognised their accomplishments of head and 
heart. In this modern setting, he presented the 
eternal verities of Sanatana Dharma ox Eternal 
Religion in a language that was simplicity itself 
spiced with his exceptional sense of humour; and 
these verities the modern people need the most 
if they are to understand the world around them 
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in a clearer perspective. ow 
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Life and Teachings of Sri Ramakrishna 


Original in Bengali: Swami Gautamananda 


Translation into English: Br. Amalachaitanya 


What is the Goal of Human Life? 

F WE TRY TO THINK of the essence of Sri 
| Ramakrishna’s teachings, we may get it within 

the frame of a single sentence—realising God 
is the goal of human life. He would tell this to 
everyone. He would ask everyone—well, tell me, 
what is the purpose of human life? Many could 
not answer the question. Even today, many will 
not be able to answer this. If someone asks you 
the same question all of a sudden, will you be able 
to answer? Few know the answer to this question 
because only the one who has created the human 
race would truly understand the goal of human 
life. One who creates knows the real reason be- 
hind the creation, just as an industrialist knows 
why he has made the mills and factories. Like- 
wise, the one who created this world, the Supreme 
Being, knows the goal of human life. Hardly 
anyone, apart from Him, knows the real reason. 

Sri Ramakrishna knew the goal of human life. 
He said: “God-realisation is the goal of human 
life? The essence of God is Existence-Conscious- 
ness-Bliss (Sat-Cit-Ananda). According to Sri 
Ramakrishna, God is the personification of in- 
finite life, infinite knowledge, and infinite bliss. 


This is the edited English version of the original Ben- 
gali article published in Udbodhan magazine (May 
2022 issue). Revered Gautamanandaji Maharaj is a 
Vice-President of the Ramakrishna Math and Rama- 
krishna Mission and the Adhyaksha, Sri Rama- 
krishna Math, Chennai. 
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In reality, everybody has a desire to attain infinite 
bliss, infinite knowledge, and infinite life. Infinite 
life means a life without a beginning or end. The 
great ones who spend their lives in this spirit be- 
come fearless. Fear plays in every heart—that is, 
the fear of death. If that fear goes away, one be- 
comes perfectly fearless. That is why we see ex- 
treme fearlessness in the lives of great souls. Why 
do they not have fears? Because they have won 
over death. They know they are part of the Su- 
preme Being; they do not have ends; they are eter- 
nal. They lead their lives without a speck of fear. 

A man of knowledge is also fearless. When 
one gathers knowledge about something, he or 
she will not have fear of that object. This implies 
that infinite knowledge means infinite fearlessness. 
If we can attain infinite bliss, we will not have to 
run after the fragments of pleasures this world 
offers, and we will be at perfect peace. The great 
souls who have attained infinite bliss remain in 
peace. Infinite peace is in their hearts. They are 
engrossed in the ocean of bliss. Sri Ramakrishna 
presented this very fact in front of us. 

Our lifespan is limited. The Vedas say: ‘Satayur 
vai purusah; human lifespan is a hundred years. 
This ‘hundred years’ is nothing compared to in- 
finite life. Once Sri Ramakrishna narrated an in- 
cident. Lord Shiva was in Kailash. Nandi was 
also there with him. Suddenly there was a bang, 
and Nandi asked Lord Shiva what was that. Lord 
Shiva told him that Ravana was born. After a few 
moments, there was another bang. Then Nandi 
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asked again: “What was the sound all about?’ 
Lord Shiva answered that Ravana was dead. 
Ravana was alive for eleven thousand years. 
Lord Rama ruled for eleven thousand years. 
These are mentioned in the Valmiki Rama- 
yana. We can realise that we are part of God. 
The scriptures say: ‘Brahmavid brahmaiva 
bhavati; one who knows Brahman becomes 
Brahman. They attain infinite life, infinite 
knowledge, and infinite bliss. 


How Can We Realise God? 


Different paths of yoga existed in ancient 
times—Karma Yoga, Jnana Yoga, Bhakti 
Yoga, and Raja Yoga. All these exist even 
now. But, Sri Ramakrishna indicated that 
Bhakti Yoga is the best path in Kali Yuga. 
He knew the capacity of today’s men and 
women. While explaining Bhakti Yoga, the 
Master says that Bhakti means pure love for 
God acquired through constant remem- 
brance, repeating the Name of God with 
devotion, thinking of His glories, sing- 
ing devotional songs, reciting hymns, and 
keeping holy company. Bhakti is attained 
through all of these. Sri Ramakrishna would 
explain spiritual subjects in such a way that 
even an ordinary person could understand. 

How will one attain Bhakti? To answer this, 
the Master says that we must repeat God’s Name. 
One God has thousands of names and forms. 
So, we have to endear a particular form and name 
that we like most. Some may like Lord Shiva or 
Divine Mother Kali or Sri Krishna, as per their 
mindset and attitude. Accordingly, they should 
repeat the Name of their [sta-devata (chosen 
deity). One attains devotion and love towards 
God by reciting His Name. 

There are two stages in our lives—mundane 
and spiritual. In the mundane stage, we perform 
our duties to our family, society, country, and the 
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Sri Ramakrishna standing in Samadhi at the house 
of Keshab Chandra Sen 


like. This we call mundane life. And when we 
choose the path for realising God, which is the 
path of devotion, we engage ourselves in holy as- 
sociation and worship. Through holy association, 
we may continue to do whatever is needed for the 
spiritual life, even while leading a mundane life. 
Sri Ramakrishna repeatedly emphasised that to 
attain God, we must be truthful. We must always 
tell the truth. No one can reach God by remain- 
ing in falsehood. Also, we need to lead a pure 
life. If one cannot maintain the purity of one’s 


19 


30 Prabuddha Bharata 


body and mind, one cannot receive the grace of 
God. We must keep praying to God with im- 
mense faith in Him. Sri Ramakrishna believed 
that only by holy association, virtues like truth- 
fulness, purity, and faith in God come into our 
lives. And it will also add pure love to our prayer. 

We must be regular in our lives—both in 
secular and spiritual aspects. There should be a 
fixed routine of what we do and when. Our lives 
should go on in that rhythm. Many people finish 
their work and come to associate with the holy 
people once a week, or at least once a month. By 
this, they ascend in their worldly lives and also they 
receive the grace of God in their spiritual lives. 

Sri Ramakrishna repeatedly said that all, 
including the monks, need holy association. 
This holy association brings out good qualities 
in us. And these good qualities, in turn, take us 
towards God. Sri Ramakrishna said that one who 
is perfectly truthful lies in the bosom of God. 
God always accompanies one who is truthful. 

It is not that we have separate families. In 
reality, there is only one family because we all are 
the children of God; ‘Vasudhaiva kutumbakam; 
the entire world is a family. When this knowledge 
dawns on us, then our heart expands. Selfishness 
goes away on its own. Unselfishness can come 
only through holy association. Usually, people are 
not unselfish right from the beginning. When a 
child is born, its fists are closed. Gradually, the fin- 
gers start opening up. Likewise, holy association 
slowly evolves unselfishness in our lives. 


What is the Duty of Our Lives Then? 


Sri Ramakrishna asked everyone to fulfil one’s 
responsibilities—the householders will be in 
their families and the sannyasins in the univer- 
sal family. All have to follow their path of duty 
wherever they are, according to their stages of 
life. When we do some work, we usually go on 
talking about it with a subtle desire for name 
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and fame. This inflates our ego. On the other 
hand, Bhagavan Sri Ramakrishna advised us to 
keep the ego at bay—doing all our duties, but 
offering everything at the lotus feet of God. It is 
really God alone who does everything through 
us—this should be our attitude. 

After you get up and feed your children be- 
fore sending them to school, do not think that 
you have done the work. Instead, believe that 
it is God’s children you are taking care of. The 
children belong to God, not to you. You are 
only privileged to serve them. God has allowed 
you the privilege. We should always keep this 
idea in our hearts. The Master is getting every- 
thing done through us; we are just instruments 
in His hands. We follow the way He drives us. 
This should be our guiding light in fulfilling our 
duties towards our family, society, and nation. 
But, we should always try to remain unattached. 
By doing work in a detached way, we can avoid 
egotism. And, God lives in the heart of one who 
is devoid of ego. 

One of our senior swamis used to say: “Brab- 
man shines in our heart as much as the ego goes 
away. Then God alone will live there. When 
egotism is entirely wiped off, we will be saints; 
God will shine through our hearts. So, Sri Rama- 
krishna would say that we may perform all our 
duties in the world, but we must never forget that 
it is God who is the driving force in all our actions. 
God is getting everything done through us by 
providing us with physical, mental, and spiritual 
strength. To Him, the whole world is like a stage 
for His divine play. He has given us some roles 
to play, but He is the one who directs the drama. 

If we keep this in mind, we can eliminate 
egotism. We will never be morose, even if we 
work for our entire life. It is because we don’t 
want any result from the work we have done; 
God has done everything through us. In this 


case, God’s name is glorified, not ours. Swami 
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Akhandanandaji would say: ‘Naham Naham, 
Tuhu Tubu; not I, not I, but Thou, but Thou. 
Sri Ramakrishna taught him this. The moment 
we utter this, egotism will be eradicated from our 
minds. The Supreme Self will shine through our 
hearts, and we will feel it. This is the outlook we 
should adopt in our everyday life. For our spiri- 
tual life, we must continue our japa (repetition 
of the holy name), dhyana (meditation), and 
satsanga (holy association). All three are equally 
important. In this way, we must continue our 
journey on the path shown by Sri Ramakrishna. 

People find it easy to say that God is doing 
everything; but they hardly get time for japa, 
meditation, and holy association. If we do not 
get time for these, we must understand that half 
of our lives have gone waste. No one stays in this 
world forever. What will happen to us after pass- 
ing away from this world? We should have the 
strength to say that we will go straight to God. 
When will we get that strength? It will come only 
when we feel the presence of God. We need to 
perform japa, meditate, and seek holy company 
to feel the presence of God. God is mine, and I 
belong to God—this idea will gradually take root 
in us. One who has this feeling never worries 
about what will happen after death. 

We all have come from God, live in God, 
and we will dissolve in God. We have to keep 
this idea ever shining in our minds. Then only 
can we overcome the fear of death and experi- 
ence eternal bliss. If we stick to the path shown 
by Sri Ramakrishna, we are sure to attain that 
infinite bliss. He said that by sincerely loving 
God, repeating His holy Name, and associat- 
ing with holy people, we shall cross the ocean 
of this world. 

I will tell you a story from the Gospel of Sri 
Ramakrishna. There was a pundit. He always 
boasted of his learning wherever he went. Once, 
he boarded a boat to cross the Ganga. He started 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


Divine Mother Kali at Dakshineswar, 
worshipped by Sri Ramakrishna 


showing off his knowledge to others who were 
on the boat. He asked an ordinary person if he 
had read the Vedas and the six philosophies. 
That person replied that he had not. The pun- 
dit, flaunting his learning, repeatedly asked such 
questions and looked down upon the person. It 
was as if the ordinary person had already wasted 
half of his life! After a while, a storm broke out, 
and the boat was about to capsize. Then the or- 
dinary man asked the pundit if he knew swim- 
ming. The pundit did not know swimming. 
Then the ordinary man smilingly said that the 
pundit’s entire life was in vain. 

We have to cross the ocean of samsara or 
transmigratory existence by treading the right 
path. Only then can we realise eternal bliss and 
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The Ideal of Service in Ramakrishna Mission 


Original in Bengali: Swami Prabhananda 


Translation into English: Kumari P Usha 


RI RAMAKRISHNA WAS A synthesis of 
purity, selflessness, and love; and Sri Sarada 
Devi too was the very personification of 
these qualities, and from her flowed peace, love, 
strength, and assurance for all. With infinite 
knowledge, boundless love, immense work, 
and unlimited compassion toward all, Swami 
Vivekananda accomplished the herculean task 
of disseminating the light of the teaching of 
Sri Ramakrishna to humanity. His clarion call 
aroused many a sleeping soul and filled them with 
the brightness of new hope. In fact, Bhagavan Sri 
Ramakrishna, Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi, and 
Swami Vivekananda are three manifestations of 
the same ideal. While Sri Ramakrishna initiated 
the ideal, Holy Mother actualised it in her life, 
and Swami Vivekananda propagated it. They thus 
established the ideal which is at once appealing 
and beneficial for this age. Endowed with a rich 
heritage, this ideal is firmly grounded in Vedanta, 
but its branches and leaves gain their strength 
from modern scientific thoughts, logic, and or- 
ganisational faculty, showing the spiritual path 
to the present problem-ridden human society. 
A preliminary understanding of the lives of 
the Holy Trio makes it quite clear that their lives 


This is the English version of the original Bengali 
article published in Udbodhan magazine (May 2022 
issue). Revered Prabhanandaji Maharaj is a Vice- 
President of the Ramakrishna Math and Rama- 
krishna Mission. 
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were dedicated to the welfare of humankind. We 
find that Sri Ramakrishna, during his pilgrim- 
age to Kashi for the darshan of Lord Vishwa- 
nath, was deeply anguished at the suffering of 
the famine-stricken people in Deogarh, and re- 
fused to continue his journey until they were 
fed, clothed, and their hair oiled. He told his 
companion Mathur Babu that until the suffer- 
ing people were given food, clothing, and oil for 
their hair, he would not leave this place. Even 
when he was afflicted by cancer, he maintained, 
‘T shall serve others even while subsisting on sago’. 
In her childhood, the Holy Mother served the 
famine-stricken. Her intense ardour to serve the 
miserable made her once exclaim: ‘Sometimes I 
feel, if only I had a stronger body in place of this 
frail one, how many lives would have been ben- 
efitted!’ Also, Swamiji’s words clearly reveal his 
eagerness to serve the distressed. He said: ‘May I 
be born again and again, and suffer thousands of 
miseries so that I may worship the only God that 
exists, the only God I believe in, the sum total of 
all souls—and above all, my God the wicked, my 
God the miserable, my God the poor of all races, 
of all species, the special object of my worship.” 
We all know that during the plague that broke 
out in Kolkata in 1898, Swamiji even wanted to 
dispose of the property of Belur Math—which 
he had passionately established—so that the dis- 
eased and suffering might be served. 

Having taken up the stupendous task of 
spreading the grand ideals realised in the life 
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of Sri Ramakrishna among the masses, Swami 
Vivekananda called for a meeting of the monks 
and householder devotees 125 years ago, on 1st 
May 1897 at Balaram Basu’s residence, where he 
proposed that an association bearing the name of 
Sri Ramakrishna be set up. Envisaging the work, 


the proceedings of the meeting read: 


In view of the increasing interest and expan- 
sion of the Movement to diffuse Paramahamsa 
Deva’s ideas, teachings and principles, it was 
thought desirable to form an organisation to 
carry on the work methodically. A local centre 
in Kolkata was thought to be essential where all 
could meet regularly to exchange their ideas and 
teachings to the masses and to keep themselves 
in touch with the sister bodies in different parts 
of India, America and England by the inter- 
change of views for the furtherance of the cause. 


This is the gist of Swamiji’s long speech. He 
concluded: 


Let this Association be named after him, in 
whose name, indeed, we have embraced the 
monastic life, with whom as your Ideal in life, 
you all toil on the field of work from your sta- 
tion in family life, within twenty years of whose 
passing away a wonderful diffusion of his holy 
name and extraordinary life has taken place in 
both the East and the West. We are all servants 
of the Lord. Be you all helpers in this cause.” 


Swamiji’s proposal was gladly accepted by all. 
A society or association was formed with those 
faithful and devoted to Sri Ramakrishna and his 
teachings as members. In the second meeting 
that was held on 5 May 1897, the association was 
named “The Ramakrishna Mission’. 

The object of the Ramakrishna Mission, 
guided by Swami Vivekananda, was ‘to propa- 
gate the principles propounded and illustrated 
by Sri Ramakrishna in one’s own life for the 
welfare of humanity and to help all in the ap- 
plication of those principles in their spiritual, 
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intellectual, and physical needs’. To fulfil this ob- 
jective, the Ramakrishna Mission has been striv- 
ing silently, selflessly, and relentlessly irrespective 


of caste, creed, religion, and region. The great 
seva yajna (the sacrifice of service) is guided by 
the motto—‘Atmano moksartham jagaddhitaya 
ca; for one’s own liberation as well as the welfare 
of the world. 

This motto has two aspects—to work to- 
wards attaining one’s own liberation and to do 
good to the world. The two principles, conjoined 
with ‘ca’ that means ‘and’ signifies that ‘liber- 
ation of the self’ and ‘welfare of the world as 
a spiritual practice’— both are simultaneously 
possible. They are both complementary and 
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non-contradictory to each other. The motto dir- 
ects that by coordinating the two, the spiritual 
aspirant must engage oneself in the welfare of 
the world both before and after liberation. This 
echoes the prayer of Ranti Deva in the Bhaga- 
vata’ and the ideal of ‘the Great Compassion’ 
of Bodhisattwa. The moral ideal of Buddhism 
and the spiritual ideal of Vedanta are brought to- 
gether here. If this ideal is sincerely followed, the 
aspirants who can mould their life morally and 
spiritually attains purity, strength, and wisdom, 
and the gates of liberation will open up for them. 
Swamiji told his disciple Sharat Chandra: “By 
doing good to others one progresses spiritually. 
Know this too to be a path that leads to God; the 
aim of this is—spiritual unfoldment. 

The maxim followed by the Ramakrishna 
Movement is the progress of society through the 
evolution of the individual. Swamiji says: “But 
the basis of all systems, social and political, rests 
on the goodness of men.” The dual paths of the 
liberation of the soul and welfare of the world— 
both are important and universally accepted to 
create men of great character. This ideal, in Sri 
Ramakrishna’s own words, will enable all to be 
awakened human beings. 

The message of ‘worship of God in human’ 
came from the godly lips of Sri Ramakrishna 
himself for the welfare of the whole world. 
Though he mentioned this in the presence of 
many, it was only Narendranath who was stirred 
to the core by this great ideal of service. He de- 
cided then and there that God willing, he would 
endeavour to implement it for the benefit of the 
world. Swami Vivekananda understood that the 
basis of the ideal of service of God in humans lay 
in the philosophy of Advaita Vedanta (philo- 
sophy of non-dualism). All along, it was being 
applied only in the field of spirituality but now 
Swamiji actively engaged himself in experiment- 
ing with it even to solve varied problems of life. 
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He noted: ‘In India, the common man had never 
been allowed to think of himself as the Atman, 
the Self? Therefore, to awaken the masses of the 
country and make them self-reliant, he preached 
the invigorating and benedictory aspects of the 
Advaita Vedanta. Thus, Swamiji planned to 
bring about the all-round welfare of humankind, 
where the infinite power of the jivatman (indi- 
vidual soul) is recognised by dvaitins (dualists) 
and visisthadvaitins (qualified non-dualists) alike 
and they all would have no difficulty in zealously 
accepting this ideal. In his own words, “Abhirab- 
hiriti ghosayati vedantadindimah’; this idea of 
fearlessness declared by Vedanta would pierce 
the hearts of all. This was Swamiji’s dream. 

To make Swamiji’s dream come true, his 
brother-disciples and followers, especially Swami 
Akhandananda, left no stone unturned. Swami 
Akhandananda was the first to start service acti- 
vities in Mahula, a village in Murshidabad, for 
three months; thereby making it a veritable place 
of pilgrimage. It would not be improper to recall 
the history of this pilgrimage centre while talk- 
ing about the Ramakrishna Mission. 

In course of his itinerary, Swami Akhan- 
dananda was once passing through the Mur- 
shidabad district devastated by famine. He felt 
intensely that he should do something for them. 
The penniless sannyasi started praying tearfully 
before the picture of Sri Ramakrishna. Some 
days later, his prayer was answered. It was as if 
Thakur was saying to him: ‘Just see what hap- 
pens!’ Though many people discouraged him, he 
did not give up; he made a solemn resolve that 
he would certainly relieve them of their predica- 
ment. The Secretary of the Mahabodhi Society, 
Sri Charuchandra Basu, offered some financial 
assistance from the Society. On the other hand, 
Swamiji wrote to him words of encouragement: 
‘Bravo! Wahe Guru ki fateh!! Work on! I shall 
provide the money required. The first relief 
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centre was opened in chandimandap at Sti Mri- 
tyunjay Bhattacharya’s premises in Mahula on 15 
May 1897, just a fortnight after the inauguration 
of the Ramakrishna Mission. Akhandananda 
wrote in a letter: “This is the first public relief 
work conducted by the Ramakrishna Mission? 
Swami Vivekananda wrote to Swami Akhandan- 
anda: “This verily is worship. Worship of Man 
as God. ... This is the beginning. Shall we not 
spread over the entire country and the whole 
world? Wonderful is the work of the Lord!’ 
Charged by the mantras given by Swamiji— 
“May the poor be your God!’ “May the ignorant 
be your God!’— Swami Akhandananda accepted 
as his religion the challenging task of serving the 
poor and the downtrodden, the ignorant and the 
miserable. For the suffering people bereft of sym- 
pathy in this dark world, he lighted the lamp of 
love and filled them with a new hope. Indeed, 
Swami Akhandananda was the pioneer of the 
service activities of the Ramakrishna Mission. 
Swamiji desired that extensive relief activities 
should be organised under Swami Akhandan- 
anda, thereby paving the way for Ramakrishna 
Movement. After reading the report of Alam- 
bazar Math, Swamiji writes on 11 July 1897: 
‘Akhandananda has certainly done wonderful 
work in Mahula. Yet, I feel that the system is 
not good. I think they will fritter away all their 
energy in serving just one little village. And that 
is only in doling out the rice. I hear about no 
preaching done alongside this help of the dis- 
tribution of rice. The wealth of the whole na- 
tion cannot help in bringing succour to one 
little village ifthe people are not taught to stand 
on their own feet. Having received this letter 
on 16 July 1897, Swami Brahmananda wrote to 
Swami Akhandananda, the very next day: “Yes- 
terday I received a letter from Swamiji in which 
he writes—famine relief and preaching must go 
hand in hand; it should never be otherwise? 
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Needless to say, Swami Akhandananda gave 
this direction of Swamiji a concrete shape. 
Added to this, his heart wept for destitute chil- 
dren. They had none to care! He wrote from Ma- 
hula to Alambazar Math: ‘Iam trying to set up a 
permanent Math here. I had written to Swamiji 
about a plan etc. for it and he had supported it. 
In his letter dated 24 July 1897, Swamiji wrote: 
“Your wishes about the orphanage are excellent 
and surely Sri Maharaj (Sri Guru Maharaj—Sri 
Sri Thakur) will surely fulfil them at an early 
date. Try your best to found a permanent centre. 
In November 1897, as soon as the famine relief 
work ended, Swami Akhandananda started an 
orphanage for miserable homeless little children. 

In a letter written on 10 October 1897, 
Swamiji held before Swami Akhandananda the 
philosophy behind the yoga of service (Seva 
Yoga) and also he directed on the lines on which 
the orphanage should be run: 


You must take in Muslim boys too, but never 
tamper with their religion. The only thing you 
have to do is make separate arrangements for 
their food etc. and teach them so that they may 
be moral, manly, and devoted to doing good to 
others. This indeed is religion—leave your intri- 
cate philosophical speculations for the present. 
... Admit boys of all religions—Hindu, Muslim, 
Christian, and other communities; but begin 
rather gently—I mean, see that they get their 
food and drink a little separately, and teach 
them only the universal side of religion. 


In February 1898, there were 35 orphan boys 
on roll. Till the end of the same year, the home 
was run in Mahula’s Sri Mrityunjay Bhattacha- 
rya’s thatched building. Among the workers 
were Akhandananda, Br. Suren (Swami Suresh- 
warananda), and Dinanath Choubey. Swami 
Akhandananda wrote to Pramadadas Mitra in a 
letter describing vividly the life in the ashrama in 
those days: ‘I sing bhajans and kirtans in praise 
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of the Lord with these children for more than 
half an hour every evening. I fervently pray to 
the Lord to grant us strength and manliness. It 
has always been my endeavour to make the boys 
virtuous and righteous by making them engage 
in good work for the welfare of others. 

The torch bearer of the seva yoga, which is 
in accordance with the life and teachings of Sri 
Ramakrishna, was Swami Vivekananda himself. 
When the headquarters of the Ramakrishna 
Mission was at Alambazar, service activities 
were conducted under the direction of Swami 
Brahmananda. Swami Akhandananda created 
history by experimenting the seva yoga suc- 
cessfully with famine-stricken people. A ripple 
created in the most backward village of Murshi- 
dabad District turned into a mighty wave and 
stirred the very depths of the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion from which emerged and developed relief 
activities which gained overwhelming public 
response in varied spheres. 

From 15 August 1897 onwards Swami Trigu- 
natitananda organised relief for the famine- 
stricken at Virole village of Dinajpur in today’s 
Bangladesh. In Deogarh, Bihar, Swami Vira- 
jananda engaged himself in the service of people 
devastated by famine. From 12 October 1897 to 
8 January 1898, Swami Prakashananda, along 
with a few other members of the Belur Math, 
endeavoured to deliver succour to the afflicted 
at Dakshineswar. Swami Akhandananda and 
Swami Sadananda tried to assuage the suffer- 
ings of the flood affected in Ghogat, Bhagalpur. 
During the plague that broke out in Kolkata 
in 1898-99, Sister Nivedita and Swami Sada- 
nanda played pivotal roles in serving the dis- 
eased. In 1899, Swami Kalyanananda carried 
out extensive relief activities for the victims of 
the famine that broke out in Kishangarh, Raja- 
sthan. In 1900 during the famine that broke 
out in Khandwa, Madhya Pradesh, Swami 
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Kalyanananda carried out relief activities. In 
short, relief activities that started at Mahula by 
the monks of the Order, spread countrywide 
in just three months, to win an overwhelming 
public response. We get a glimpse of this from 
contemporary letters and newspapers. The ‘In- 
dian Social Reformer’ on 5 October 1898 states: 
“We consider a matter for congratulation that a 
Hindu Sannyasin should invest old ideas with 
a new significance such as all commend itself to 
the spirit of the times. 

Having thus begun on a small scale, the relief 
works of the Ramakrishna Mission, despite the 
various hindrances, strode undeterred. During 
the freedom struggle, the Mission had to face 
the brunt of the government’s apprehension and 
distrust. There were many problems like the par- 
tition of the country, communal riots, famine, 
increasing population, and paucity of funds to 
provide pecuniary assistance to the poor to meet 
their dire needs. Despite all these drawbacks, the 
mission of service continued unhindered. This 
is because the Ramakrishna Mission draws its 
strength from its adherence to the ideal, the foun- 
dation of which lies in the three-thousand-year-old 
religious principle tested by none other than Sri 
Ramakrishna himself: 

Presently, with the extension of areas of ser- 
vice, there has also been an increase in the num- 
ber of branch centres. Right from the times of 
Swami Akhandananda, up to the present, the 
Mission has continued to provide relief and re- 
habilitation at different places in times of ca- 
lamities—natural or man-made, on different 
scales. Swamiji wanted that along with provid- 
ing basic amenities to people, they should also be 
taught to be independent and self-reliant. What 
is needed is education, not only to boost the 
economy of society but also to improve the con- 
dition of women as well. Swamiji had insisted on 
man-making and character-building education. 
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With this in view, the Ramakrishna Mission is 
endeavouring to provide formal and non-formal 
education to children and youth alike. So far, 
more than one lakh students have been benefited 
and the honours they have received at the na- 
tional level speak volumes about the high stand- 
ard of education imparted in the educational 
institutions run by the Ramakrishna Mission. 
Services of the Ramakrishna Mission include 
programmes like prevention and treatment of 
diseases and providing better health care. The 
Mission is also running many multi-bedded spe- 
ciality hospitals, dispensaries, mobile medical 
units, and medical camps through which thou- 
sands of patients are served. In addition, three 
old-age homes continue to cater to the needs of 
more than a hundred aged inmates. The contribu- 
tion of the Mission towards providing education 
and health services in remote villages and tribal 
areas of the country is remarkable. The Mission 
not only aims at social, financial, moral, and spiri- 
tual uplift of the urban and rural population but 
also is catering to the personality development 
of the students and youth through Ramakrishna- 
Vivekananda literature, books relating to Indian 
culture and civilisation, as well as scriptures and 
journals published in different languages. 
Monks, novices, and volunteers of the 
Ramakrishna Mission are too limited in num- 
ber to serve the needs of the entire nation. 
Hence, those committed to the ideal but not 
connected with any of the branch centres of 
the Mission have been organised under the ban- 
ner ‘Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Bhavaprachar 
Parishad ’. This has proved to be a successful 
endeavour resulting from the preliminary meet- 
ing of the Ramakrishna Mission, where Swamiji 
called upon the householders ‘to be helpers in 
the cause. Many such parishads comprising the 
devotees of Sri Ramakrishna and being helped 


by hundreds of centres are now engaged in 
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serving people in the remotest and most back- 
ward areas in every nook and corner of towns 
and cities of the country. 

Spreading spiritually beneficial ideas to 
people of all types is one more speciality of the 
organisation. This is being successfully carried 
out by the various centres in India as well as 
abroad. In India, Balaka Sanghas, Yuvaka San- 
ghas, study groups, and the like, run on a modest 
scale, are facilitating moral, spiritual, and values 
education. Again, these ideas are disseminated 
through Youth Conventions, Devotees’ Con- 
ventions, and the like conducted by the Mission 
in various places. With the development of sci- 
ence and technology, people are being benefited 
through watching these programmes online even 
from home. 

The motto of seva yoga that Swami Viveka- 
nanda held before the Mission members proves 
to have stood the test of time and has entered the 
125th year in all its purity. Unsullied by various 
circumstances— favourable or otherwise, the 
ideal has continued to influence and inspire 
many institutions worldwide, thereby brighten- 
ing the lives of beneficiaries. The lamp of service 
continues to light other lamps showing the path 
to future generations and instilling in them new 
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hope and faith. Os 
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Thus Flows Ramakrishna-Sanctified-Ganga 


Original in Bengali: Swami Suhitananda 


Translated into English: Swami Atmaswarupananda 


VER SINCE HIS BOYHOOD, Sri Rama- 

krishna was adorned with many felicitous 

qualities such as purity, simplicity, hu- 
mility, spiritual insight, expertise in mythological 
storytelling in the form of songs, and sympathy 
for others. His occasional spiritual trances in 
those days were rather incomprehensible to com- 
mon people. A few spiritually advanced souls, 
despite intuiting the extraordinariness of this 
boy, could not visualise the significance of the 
mystic quality that clung to him. Even though 
people from Calcutta or Dakshineswar were 
impressed with his characteristic absorption in 
divine thoughts—they nevertheless remained 
indifferent to his greatness. By the grace of the 
Divine Mother, both Mathur babu and Rani 
Rashmani witnessed many supernatural mani- 
festations in the person of Sri Ramakrishna. And 
yet, they did not fully comprehend the signifi- 
cance of Sri Ramakrishna’s advent. Other great 
men or sadhakas too failed to make a proper 
assessment of such spiritual manifestations even 
while being greatly fascinated with his extraor- 
dinary mystical visions, spiritual trances, and 
indeed the highest level of his spiritual absorp- 


tion. It is ironic that Mahendra Sarkar, seeing 


This is the English version of the original Bengali 
article published in Udbodhan magazine (May 2022 
issue). Revered Suhitanandaji Maharaj is a Vice- 
President of the Ramakrishna Math and Rama- 
krishna Mission. 
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Sri Ramakrishna with Mathur Babu, initially 
thought that Sri Ramakrishna was associated 
with Mathur Babu, just as rich men take a fancy 
towards maintaining ‘sadhus’ (monks) under 
their financial patronage. 

It was Keshab Chandra Sen who could ap- 
praise Sri Ramakrishna to a certain degree. He 
rightly intuited that Sri Ramakrishna’s advent 
was for the good of humanity, which is similar 
to the advent of Jesus Christ or Sri Chaitanya. 
Perhaps, Keshab Sen’s slight preoccupation 
with name and fame stood in the way of his full 
appreciation of Sri Ramakrishna. Nevertheless, 
Keshab Sen, keeping in mind the need of society, 
took it upon himself to bring the extraordinary 
life of Sri Ramakrishna before all. As a result, 
Sri Ramakrishna became known to the so-called 
educated people of the society of that period, 
and sure enough, people from different strata 
of the society started coming to him at Dakshi- 
neswar in large numbers. On the other hand, Sri 
Ramakrishna too went uninvited wherever there 
was a spiritual ambience—be it ever so little. In- 
deed, he seemed to have gone to such gatherings 
as a peddler, as it were, with his wares of spiritual 
trances, his unceasing flow of spiritual know- 
ledge, and suchlike spiritual treasures—perhaps 
to appraise how far these spiritual seekers were 
able to recognise the ‘diamond that he was! 

Afterwards, a cry went up from the bottom 
of Sri Ramakrishna’s heart, inviting his would-be 
disciples and devotees: ‘Come to me, my 
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children! Where are you?’ 
And, sure enough, drawn 
to this call, the young re- 
nunciates started coming 
to him. 

To these batches of 
young ascetics, also joined 
householder devotees and 
other spiritual aspirants. + 
Sri Ramakrishna’s stay in 
Dakshineswar for the last 
few years was aptly char- 
acteristic of a great saint 


being surrounded by sin- a 

cere spiritual seekers. i: —_—- 
Indeed, when such A re 

souls as are ‘purified from {j | I 


all impressions of worldly 
attachment’ began res- 
ponding to his call—his 
activity, involving as it 
did—the shaping of their individual lives— 
increased manifold. He verily tied them all into 
a bond of love. 

Then, suddenly, owing to the disease in the 
throat, his stay in Dakshineswar came to a close. 
Afterwards, during his brief stay in Balaram 
Mandir and Shyampukur, those in the neigh- 
bourhood (who were attracted to him earlier), 
started frequenting him. During this time or 
thereabouts, Dr Mahendra Sarkar came to Sri 
Ramakrishna. Making the sceptical doctor an in- 
strument, Sri Ramakrishna (henceforth—Mas- 
ter) brought home the inescapable message of 
God’s existence to the non-believers. Indeed, the 
then society priding itself on scientific know- 
ledge had to bow down to him! Also, during this 
time of illness, several young disciples earnestly 
set themselves to the task of serving the Master, 
while the relatively elder householder disciples 
undertook to bear the expenses. 
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Kali Temple at Dakshineswar 


With the worsening of the disease, the Master 
was moved to Cossipore. It then became neces- 
sary for the disciples to serve the Master round the 
clock. Naren, Rakhal, Niranjan, Sharat, Shashi, 
Latu, Tarak, Kali, and others poured their hearts 
out in serving the Master day and night. The ser- 
vice of the Master became their only ‘sadhana’. 
The Master, in turn, looked after the spiritual 
health of the disciples. He would continually en- 
courage the disciples to grow spiritually. The Mas- 
ter’s stay at Cossipore was much like the stay of Sri 
Chaitanya at Gambhira. Seeing the blissful Mas- 
ter in a continual state of God-absorption despite 
the excruciating pain of his disease, the disciples 
attained unshakable faith in God. 

The outline of the future Ramakrishna 
Sangha (Organisation) was formed at Cos- 
sipore. Its sole purpose was the service of the 
Master. The young renunciate disciples plunged 
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themselves wholeheartedly into the service of 
the Master, whereas the elder householder dis- 
ciples took care of the expenses. The leadership 
of the Sangha was in the hands of the young re- 
nunciates such as Narendra. In the background 
was the benign presence of Holy Mother Sri 
Sarada Devi! Under Mother's care were Golap 
Ma and Yogin Ma, rallying around the cause 
with their relentless service. The genesis of the 
women’s Sangha can be traced to this. 

At the passing away of the Master, this nas- 
cent setup was rocked with uncertainty. Particu- 
larly, the unceremonious way in which the Holy 
Mother’s stay in Cossipore was brought to a halt 
deeply hurt Narendra. However, the situation 
was later managed by Balaram Bose. 

Meanwhile, the Master made Surendra estab- 
lish the Math at Baranagar. When, some months 
ago, Surendra had shown the Master a photo- 
graph of Mother Kali, the Master had forbidden 
Surendra about keeping such a photo in one’s 
household. Accordingly, Surendra had kept that 
photo with the Master at Cossipore. After Mas- 
ter’s passing away, Surendra was ill at ease with 
the photo being brought back to his household 
once more. Anyway, after the Math was esta- 
blished at Baranagar, Surendra finally kept the 
photo in the newly-established Math. In paral- 
lel, there was another Math at Kankurgachhi 
established by the Master’s householder disciple 
Ramchandra Dutta. 

Baranagar Math was not smooth sailing 
though! Within a short time after the Math 
was founded, both Surendra and Balaram Babu 
passed away. It was they who had shouldered the 
financial responsibility of the Math. The Sangha 
was again up against another uncertainty. Even 
though Girish Ghosh and ‘M’ both helped 
financially, their contributions did not amount 
to much, as they were themselves burdened with 
many dependents. Narendra was beholden to the 
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Master for keeping all the renunciate disciples 
together. Also, it was at Cossipore that the Mas- 
ter indicated to Narendra (later Swami Viveka- 
nanda) the divine glory of Holy Mother in the 
following words: ‘Is she an ordinary woman? She 
is my power. To the direct disciples of the Mas- 
ter, the Holy Mother was verily the Mother of 
the Sangha. In sucha financial crisis, the Mother 
could not but pray to the Master. 

Meanwhile, Naren, Rakhal, and others having 
first resolved to lead monastic lives at Antpur, 
soon took Sannyasa Diksa (formal initiation 
into monasticism) through the traditional cere- 
mony of Viraja Homa. The renunciation, spir- 
itual practices, and indeed spiritual struggle of 
this small monastic community soon began to 
have an effect on society. Gradually young men, 
attracted by their lives, began to embrace the life 
of renunciation. 

To alleviate the financial hardship, many 
went on pilgrimages. Once the situation be- 
came so desperate that Shashi (later Swami Ram- 
akrishnananda) had to take up a teaching job 
to run the monastery for some time. Some fi- 
nancial help could also be had from the devotee 
Hariprasanna (who later became Swami Vijna- 
nananda). Even in such extreme circumstances, 
no one lost his calm. Rather, such trying mo- 
ments seemed to have led to more intense renun- 
ciation, and greater dependence on God. 

Swamiji travelled through the length and 
breadth of India. He found that the entire coun- 
try was sunk in a state of inactivity born of in- 
dolence; and the people in general, were helpless 
owing to their lack of self-confidence. Also, the 
sheer lack of organisational power in the coun- 
try was borne in upon Swamiji. So he went to 
the West with the idea of building a bridge bet- 
ween India and the West through mutual ex- 
change. Swamiji felt that such an exchange was 
to be arranged through an organisation—an 
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organisation which will be [ 
great in its catholicity, and 
the progenitor and the car- 
rier of a new culture. 

After Swamiji’s return 
from America, the Rama- 
krishna Sangha saw good 
days. With the help of the 
Western devotees, land 
was purchased at Belur. | 
Subsequently, the Math 
was shifted from Alamba- 
zar to the newly purchased 
land at Belur. It is worth 
mentioning that Sister Ni- 
vedita, Sister Christine, 
Mrs Sara Ole Bull, Miss 
Josephine MacLeod, Mrs 
and Mr Sevier, Mrs and Mr 
Leggett, Miss S E Waldo, 
and others were all sympa- 
thetic to the cause of Swamiji’s Mission, even 
after his passing away. 

The Sangha slowly began to grow. In the early 
days of the Sangha, Indian society was rocked by 
such socio-political upheavals as the partition of 
Bengal, the Non-Cooperation Movement, and 
the like. Now, at a distance of more than a hun- 
dred years since then, it seems that the smooth 
navigation of the Sangha during such tumultuous 
times was made possible through divine interven- 
tion in the form of leadership by such great souls 
as Raja Maharaj (Swami Brahmananda), Sharat 
Maharaj (Swami Saradananda), Baburam Maharaj 
(Swami Premananda), and Mahapurush Maharaj 
(Swami Shivananda). In every crucial stage, it was 
the Holy Mother—the Mother of the Sangha— 
who steered the Sangha in the right direction, 
thereby giving the Sangha its present form. 

In the pre-Independence era, the Sangha, 
through its limited power, served society as 
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much as possible both in India and abroad. In 
the West, the direct disciples such as Swami 
Trigunatitananda, Swami Abhedananda, and 
others kept the ideal of Sri Ramakrishna as 
bright as possible. They were assisted by monks 
like Swami Prakashananda, Bodhananda, Vijaya- 
nanda, Akhilananda, and others. 

Then, India became independent, and the 
partition took place. In the post-Independence 
era, India presented the spectacle of a helpless 
society. If we study the trend of the Sangha dur- 
ing that time, we notice that the Sangha, with its 
limited power, couldn't do as much as it wished 
to do for society, owing to political and eco- 
nomic reasons. The ashramas, keeping their ideal 
intact, were busy maintaining their bare survival. 
Indeed, it was a time when thrived a ‘creative 
minority —a group of sannyasins, devotees, 
and admirers—all thoroughly suffused with 
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the ideal of Sri Ramakrishna. These spiritually 
elevated souls verily shone like stars. It was an 
era when ‘Brahminical power’ flourished in the 
Sangha. During that time, the avowedly spiritual 
ideals such as the need for spiritual practice, aus- 
terity, and scriptural study spread in the society. 
Also, it is interesting to note that almost all the 
books that can be styled as ‘classical literature’ 
belonging to the vast collection of Ramakrishna- 
Vivekananda literature were mostly written at 
this time, mainly by the sannyasins of great spir- 
itual accomplishments. 

Immediately after the independence of 
India, there came about a discernible change in 
the dynamics of the Sangha. One can observe, 
in this phase, the onset of administrative efh- 
ciency with which the Sangha started conduct- 
ing itself. Indeed, the Sangha plunged heart and 
soul into the work of nation-rebuilding in the 
form of coming up with schools, colleges, and 
agricultural training centres, as also providing 
health services, rural development services, and 
relief services to the Nation. Accordingly, the 
newly formed Indian Government did not fail to 
recognise Ramakrishna Mission as a well-organ- 
ised NGO, and the Mission was subsequently 
invited to undertake many new developmental 
activities to which it readily responded. 

The old ashramas, accustomed to a quiet exist- 
ence, suddenly found themselves galvanised into 
action. They expanded, prospered, and started 
getting Governmental attention. The expansion 
of activities brought in its wake a fair amount 
of dependency on the Government. This was a 
period of geographical expansion of the Sangha. 
Such pattern continued till about the 1970s. 

Then a necessity for re-evaluation of the 
Sangha was felt. For the next ten or fifteen 
years, the expansion was held in restraint. It was 
deemed more important to pay attention to de- 
tails such as, which work should be taken up, 
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or for that matter, how much work to engage 
with and the like. Much thought was spared for 
coming up with ways and means of reaching out 
to the villages and providing appropriate ser- 
vice to the underdeveloped section of society. 
Such changes can be considered indicative of the 
beginning of the next age—an age of consoli- 
dation, as it were. Various innovative measures 
were being tried out to harness and harmonise 
the acquired expansion and growth, as well as to 
ensure the continuation of the already-initiated 
service activities. 

Almost every branch centre, for the execu- 
tion of its activities, strove for a permanent 
source of income. One can notice, at this stage, 
the Sangha’s keenness to reach out to the gen- 
eral public. Through such associations as ‘Lok 
Shiksha Parishad; ‘Pallimangal’ “Yuva Mahaman- 
dal’, “Grameen Shiksha’ “Bhavaprachar Parishad, 
‘Sarada Seva Niketan’ “Balaka Sangha; and the 
like, the Sangha started increasingly giving its 
attention to the society. 

Against the backdrop of the two world wars 
and the Indian independence movement, sig- 
nificant changes could not be carried out for 
the branch centres that were built outside India 
before the independence. However, after the in- 
dependence of India, a large number of accom- 
plished doctors, engineers, professors, teachers, 
and business people from India started going to 
those countries, and their influence was soon 
felt in those societies. Abroad, Indians came 
to be considered a ‘preferential minority’ be- 
cause Indian citizens, by virtue of their quali- 
fications, established themselves in respectable 
positions. Many such expatriate Indians hap- 
pened to enter into matrimonial relations with 
foreigners. As a result, a new kind of citizen- 
ship began to emerge in those countries. Just 
like Indian expatriates, accomplished expatriates 
from China, Japan, and other countries are also 
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known to enter into such matrimonial relations. 
Asa result, the entire globe has now got a ‘world 
citizen group. Abroad, I saw a family where the 
mother was a Bengali, the father a Tamil, and the 
son’s wife a Chinese girl. They were all happily 
living together. 

Meanwhile, a couple of big waves hit the 
Sangha. After independence, while the existence 
of the Sangha in East Pakistan became severely 
challenged, it had to actually wind up its activ- 
ities in West Pakistan. It also had to leave Ran- 
goon in Myanmar. Bangladesh, as a new country, 
was created in 1971. As a result, there was a re- 
naissance in society there. Inspired by the resur- 
gent spirit in the new system there, the centres 
along with the devotees engaged themselves with 
renewed zeal for their own betterment and also 
for the country. 

From this time onwards, India seemed to have 
begun establishing her own self-esteem in the 
world community. The Indians spread every- 
where, including the Middle East. The young 
Indian men and women living abroad started 
manifesting their potential abilities. Indeed, 
there began a renaissance of learning and talent. 

This was evident in the Ramakrishna Sangha 
too. Gradually, many doctors, engineers, profes- 
sors, researchers, MBAs, and the like started join- 
ing the Order. There are a number of criteria for 
joining the Order. Not only should one eschew 
lust and money, one must not have any ambition. 
Initially, the minimum educational qualification 
to join the Order was matriculation. The bar was 
subsequently raised to be the Higher Secondary 
School certificate. Now the minimum qualifica- 
tion for joining the Order is a graduation degree. 
As a result, highly educated young men started 
joining the order. I remember, in 1963, I asked 
Revered Swami Premeshanandaji Maharaj: 
“Why is there so much disorder in the Sangha?’ 
He said: “The Sangha has not been formed yet. 
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Your role is to protect the Sangha. Those who 
will form the Sangha will come after fifty or sixty 
years. asked: “Why? Premeshanandaji Maharaj 
replied: “The country has just become independ- 
ent. For a period of fifty years, it will enjoy ma- 
terial pleasures. Afterwards, the society will be 
peopled with noble householders. Children with 
good tendencies will be born to such household- 
ers. They will not run after name and fame. It is 
they who will shape the Sangha. 

Along with the arrival of such talented boys 
to our Order, the Sangha started focusing on 
establishing new branch centres abroad. Dur- 
ing this time, we find new centres being set 
up—one each in Japan, Malaysia, Philippines, 
Ireland, Germany, Netherlands, New Zealand, 
Zambia, and Nepal; two each in Canada, Rus- 
sia, and South Africa; and five each in Australia 
and Brazil. In addition, Indian citizens in those 
countries would often come up with ‘study cir- 
cles’, ‘devotee conferences’, and the like, to which 
they would invite the monks and nuns of Rama- 
krishna Sangha and Sarada Math as the speakers. 
As a result, there came into existence a group 
of cultured individuals ideologically given to 
international values and they gradually started 
influencing society. 

Swamiji said: ‘First Mother and Mother’s 
daughters ... it is her Math that I want first’ And 
it happened just as he said. It was within a short 
span that both Belur Math and the Nivedita 
School were formally established. For both 
places, we have Holy Mother as the founder, 
Swamiji as the architect, and Sri Ramakrishna 
as the centre. From Nivedita’s letter, we come to 
know that Swamiji made her house a ‘Zenana 
(a house for the women alone where men are 
not allowed to enter). The Nivedita School was 
inaugurated by Holy Mother in the presence 
of Swamiji. After the passing away of Swamiji, 
Nivedita, keeping in constant touch with Holy 
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Mother, continued to conduct her school. In 
the absence of Nivedita, Sister Christine, un- 
knowingly remaining under the benign gaze of 
the Holy Mother, carried on with the running 
of the school with the help of Sudhira. After 
the Mahasamadhi of the Holy Mother, Swami 
Saradananda (Sharat Maharaj) used to look after 
the school. In other parts of India also, a number 
of girls had been similarly living in such ashrama- 
like setups under the supervision of the Rama- 
krishna Order. 

Swamiji said that the monastery for the 
women would be run by women alone, with no 
dependence on men whatsoever. In 1956, it was 
found that the number of women monastics was 
sufficiently large; also they were highly educated, 
and were well capable of running their monas- 
tic order. It was then that the entire responsi- 
bility was handed over to them. During these 
last few decades, their monastic order has spread 
both within the country and abroad. They have 
plunged heart and soul into serving society, es- 
pecially the underprivileged girls. Since most of 
the women monastics are highly educated, their 
excellence is visible everywhere, that is, in the 
areas such as book publishing, service activities, 
speeches and the like. Indeed, the magazine Ni- 
bodhata has turned out to be a magazine of con- 
siderable excellence. 

In this context, I would like to share some- 
thing personal. Some time ago, some Matajis 
came for a visit. I told them: ‘Do not enter into a 
competition seeing the glamour of Ramakrishna 
Mission. You will have to grow in your own way. 
Especially, your Order’s existence is still in its 
nascent stage. You are going to be the foundation 
of the future “Sarada Sangha”. No one can see the 
foundation; but the foundation, remaining in- 
visible to everyone, is the real thing. As you have 
talents and character efficiency, you can easily get 
the attention of society. But be very careful. You 
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are creating a new thing in the world—an inde- 
pendent woman-monastic order, completely free 
from male influence. This is Swamiji’s dream. Its 
existence depends on your life. In the history of 
the world, there remain many chapters bespat- 
tered with disgrace. Your Sangha, named after 
Holy Mother, should be as immaculate and as 
pure as Holy Mother herself? 

Gradually, highly accomplished individuals, 
holding degrees such as PhDs, MDs, and so on, 
started joining the Ramakrishna Sangha. Dur- 
ing the birth centenary of Swamiji in 1963-64, 
an attempt was made to establish a university in 
the name of Swamiji. However, it did not materi- 
alise owing to various reasons. Another attempt 
was made once again in 2005, and this time 
the government approved the proposal. Also, 
our educational institutions, by way of ensur- 
ing continued excellence in the educational do- 
main, started getting a high rating from NAAC 
(National Assessment and Accreditation Coun- 
cil—an autonomous institution of the Univer- 
sity Grants Commission). 

In the domain of healthcare, our hospitals 
have come to be recognised as high-quality 
facilities. Also, many of our hospitals offer PG 
Diploma Courses. In order to provide medical 
services in remote villages, mobile clinics have 
been set up to reach out to far-flung places. 

Ramakrishna Mission Institute of Culture was 
established during the birth centenary year of Sri 
Ramakrishna. After its location was shifted a num- 
ber of times, the Institute finally came to be housed 
in Golpark in Kolkata. Today, it has grown to be 
a high-quality university-like establishment. It has 
been serving society in so many ways—by publish- 
ing high-quality books, offering various spoken- 
language courses, conducting research, arranging 
speeches, providing services to the underprivil- 
eged, and bringing out low-cost values-education 
books. Similar “Cultural Integration Centres’ have 
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been set up in different parts of India, and also in 
some places outside India. 

From 1986 onwards, there began the com- 
memoration of various important occasions, 
such as the rsoth birth anniversary of Sri Rama- 
krishna in 1986, the centenary of Swamiji’s Chi- 
cago speech in 1993, the centenary of Swamiji’s 
return to India in 1997, the centenary of the esta- 
blishment of Ramakrishna Mission, the 150th 
birth anniversary of Holy Mother in 2004, 
centenaries of various magazines, as well as the 
centenaries of various establishments. Through 
these celebrations, a successful attempt was made 
to awaken public consciousness both within 
India and outside India. In fact, a valuable task 
of enduring significance was accomplished in the 
form of preserving the minutes of these events 
for future generations. 

The 150th birth anniversary celebration of 
Swami Vivekananda took on a whole new di- 
mension. The Government of India observed the 
anniversary, and every state in the country fol- 
lowed suit. Indeed, this special birth anniversary 
of Swamiji was celebrated all over India, as well 
as in the Indian embassies outside India. On this 
important occasion, Ramakrishna Mission sent 
to all the embassies across the world, a gift of a 
nine-volume set of The Complete Works of Swami 
Vivekananda and an eight-volume set of The Cul- 
tural Heritage of India. Also, all the well-recog- 
nised libraries of India were presented with the 
gift of the nine-volume set of The Complete Works 
of Swami Vivekananda. Every embassy celebrated 
the 150th birth anniversary of Swamiji and in- 
vited eminent personalities to participate in the 
celebration. On that occasion, they collectively 
reflected on Swamiji’s ideas. As a consequence, 
societal thinking received a significant push. 

It’s interesting to mention that Belur Math re- 
ceives Kali Puja Greetings even from the Pope’s 
office. When Swami Gahananandaji Maharaj, 
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the 14th President of Ramakrishna Sangha, 
passed away, a consolation greeting was received 
from the Pope’s office. The reason for men- 
tioning these is to point to the fact that Rama- 
krishna-Vivekananda’s message of tolerance and 
acceptance has, consciously or unconsciously, 
become a universal message. Even the Pope has 
said: ‘Fears close doors, freedom opens them, 
and even when [the space for] liberty is small, it 
opens a window. 

Both the Ramakrishna Mission and the 
Sarada Math have made a powerful impact on 
the whole of Indian society through such ac- 
tivities as carrying Swamiji’s message to towns 
and villages across the country, launching pro- 
jects like “Gramseva, ‘Gadadhar Abhuday 
Prakalpa’ “Rural Women’s Training’ and sup- 
plying high-quality books almost free of cost 
and the like. Today there are 310 branch centres 
of Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion all over the world. In addition, there are 
approximately one thousand centres approved 
by the Bhavaprachar Parishad. Also, spread over 
many parts of India are numerous “Yuva Maha- 
mandal’ centres, study circles, centres for ser- 
vice activities, and the like. There have come up 
many similar establishments outside India also. 
Being run on the same ideology, many centres of 
Sarada Math and Ramakrishna Sarada Mission 
are also spread all over the country and abroad. 

When Swamiji went abroad, the thought 
that dominated his mind was how to alleviate 
India’s misery. But once there, he had to tune 
into a different mindset. Though he went there 
as a mendicant monk to ‘receive’ help for India, 
he soon found out that it was he who had to 
‘give’ to them, or else a beautiful human civili- 
sation would be destroyed. So Swamiji said: ‘I 
have a message for the West as Buddha had a 
message for the East’ After going through the 
collected sayings of the great men of the world, 
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one can appreciate the significant contribution 
that Swamiji made to the world thought. 

Swamiji envisioned a society where there 
would be no privileged classes, nor will there be 
any competition among classes. Everyone will 
have his or her own uniqueness. In our Sangha, 
the maximum endeavour is made to live up to 
the ideal of ‘Each one is great in his own place’. 
Those who are connected with our allied organi- 
sations, be they householders or others, also try 
to follow Swamiji’s ideal in their personal lives. 

An industrialist from Delhi who runs a 
world-famous company once took me to his liy- 
ing quarters. He lives in the basement, his bed 
on a wooden cot. And all that he has got be- 
sides in his room are some books on Thakur-Ma- 
Swamiji. There is another gentleman who owns 
a huge hospital in Chennai. I went to his room 
after ten o'clock at night. It was a small room. I 
saw that his food was kept in a tiffin carrier. He 
lives alone. Yes, Vivekananda is his companion! 

Today Ramakrishna Sangha finds itself en- 
riched in almost every aspect. Today we have 
high-quality monks who are highly educated 
too, and we have so many opportunities to serve 
the society. Also, a great many organisations are 
simply eager today to donate to us for the proper 
utilisation of their funds. We have a track record 
of nearly 125 years of transparent accounting, a 
record of uninterrupted publishing of high-qual- 
ity books and magazines in various languages, 
arranging lectures, seminars, and conferences of 
international standard, and holding “devotees 
conferences, japa-yajnas and the like. From the 
proliferation of such events, it seems that the 
movement which had its genesis in the Barana- 
gar Math is on the right track. 

From this description, it may seem that we have 
achieved a lot by way of implementing the ideals 
of Thakur, Ma, and Swamiji. Does that mean we 
don’t have to worry about the future? Not quite. 
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At the beginning of the last century, Swamiji 
said: ‘Compared with the depth of the present 
degradation of India, all previous falls appear 
like little hoof-marks. In 1956, Premeshananda 
Maharaj told me: ‘At present, the society is in such 
a bad condition that even ifa person wants to live 
honestly, he has to come to Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion. That is, society is currently unable to provide 
any kind of favourable environment. We men- 
tioned about our monks possessing excellent gen- 
tlemanly qualities. But in the past, it was implicitly 
assumed that every householder too would have 
such characteristics. By going through Chaitanya 
Charitamrita or Chaitanya Bhagavata, one comes 
to know that there was no great shortage of food 
and clothing for the common people in the whole 
of India then. The only fear was that of aggres- 
sive rulers, whom people used to avoid. And, all 
over India, there were a great many scholars, yogis, 
saints, and devotees of God. We come across de- 
scriptions of so many highly evolved saints in the 
pages of Sri Ramakrishna Kathamrita (The Gos- 
pel of Sri Ramakrishna). Besides, how many great 
men must have been there in the nooks and cor- 
ners of our society at that time! The Holy Mother 
also said: “My child, earlier there was not so much 
hardship as regards food and clothing: 

So we have no room for complacency. In the 
present generation, the responsibility of guiding 
society on moral issues seems to have come down 
mainly to the monks and the constitution. The 
plain fact is, despite our modesty in our outer 
behaviour, internally we are proud of our accom- 
plishments. So we have to raise the standard of 
our monks. There is such wonderful literature 
of the Ramakrishna Sangha for our future gen- 
erations. These wonderful books contain vivid 
descriptions of how those great souls lived. So 
there is no dearth of holy associations. In fact, 
everyone can have his life and character ‘ground 
in the crucible of Ramakrishna’ 
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We find descriptions of many early events of 
our Sangha in the memoirs of Sri Ramakrishna’s 
disciples. Swami Dharmananda was a disciple of 
the Holy Mother. When we were at the Train- 
ing Centre, we had the opportunity of hear- 
ing from him about many old sadhus. Once he 
told us: “One day Baburam Maharaj said to Raja 
Maharaj: “Maharaj, I will go for Tapasya. I scold 
the boys a lot. I can’t keep my calm.” Maharaj 
then said to us: “What will you learn if you don’t 
get scolded?” Of course, we also got so much 
love from Baburam Maharaj!’ 

Afterwards also, there was no lack of such 
love. Let me tell you about an incident. I had just 
joined the order then. For some mistake of mine, 
an old monk Nagen Maharaj gave me a thor- 
ough scolding. But, just after a while, he brought 
Thakur’s Prasad (which was really his share) and 
lovingly made me eat it. 

At that time, with regard to food and clothing, 
there was much privation in Belur Math. Getting 
a little of some delicacy was considered rather 
a fortune! Swami Hitananda was the pujari of 
Thakur. A portion of Thakur’s Prasad used to be 
sent to him. And, almost every day he would in- 
vite a Sadhu or Brahmachari to his room, and 
serve him the Prasad and a cup of coffee. After- 
wards, not only would he wash his own cup, but 
the cup of his guest too! Also, cleaning the com- 
mon toilet was among his daily routine. 

There was an old monk at Sargachhi— 
Bhaskar Maharaj, a disciple of Mahapurush 
Maharaj. One day, because of some mistake I 
made, he scolded me in front of all the monks 
and devotees. A few days later, owing to fever, I 
lay on my bed, wrapped up in a sheet. I suddenly 
felt that someone was massaging my feet. Look- 
ing up, I saw it was Bhaskar Maharaj. When 
I tried to shy away in protest, he said: “Who 
will take care of you here?’ Likewise, not only 
should we take care of our elders, but we also 
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have to develop a spirit of service towards the 
younger members. 

A high position in society brings ‘special 
privilege. We must have the determination that 
we will not accept anything beyond necessity. I 
heard that when someone brought the admis- 
sion form for Prime Minister Lal Bahadur Shas- 
tri’s son, he scolded his son and asked him to 
stand in the queue to get the form. In Singapore, 
I saw their Prime Minister moving in his car just 
like others. It is just that the word ‘Prime Minis- 
ter’ is written on the back of his car. 

When Revered Swami Ranganathanandaji 
Maharaj, after becoming the President of the 
Order, entered his room in the ‘Girish Smriti 
Bhavan’ and sat on his chair, he said: “The cook 
has become the President.’ One day, he was 
taking a walk on the road between Swamiji’s 
room and Girish Memorial at three in the after- 
noon. The atmosphere was very quiet. He sud- 
denly said: “Look, when I am at Belur Math, I 
feel like a Brahmachari of PPTC (Pre-probation- 
ers Training Centre for novices). We may find 
ourselves taking up the responsibility of a large 
establishment, but we should not forget the state 
of mind that we had when we first joined. 

Nowadays, we spend millions of rupees for 
visiting Kailash, Kedar, Badri, and other pilgri- 
mage centres. Also, because of the scarcity of 
time, we have to make use of modern convey- 
ances. Maybe it is unavoidable. But can one 
really derive from such ‘pilgrimage tours’ the 
deep satisfaction of sole dependence on God, 
that we feel while making the journey by walk? 
When going from Dehradun to Saharanpur, 
Swamiji told Swami Shuddhananda and others 
to make the journey by walking, begging on the 
way. We saw Premesh Maharaj (Swami Preme- 
shananda) encouraging the monks of Sarada- 
pith and Narendrapur to go to Dakshineswar on 
foot, and spend the whole day there. Under his 
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inspiration, many used to walk to Kamarpukur 
and other pilgrimage places. 

At present, there is a lot of thrust on organis- 
ing seminars, conferences, ‘Bhakta-Sammelan, 
‘Japa-Yajna, mindfulness sessions, and the like. 
It’s surely good. Perhaps, there is no other option 
at present. However, one should be mindful as 
to how much of such efforts are being truly uti- 
lised in the service of people. The lion’s share of 
the expenses should not go towards publishing 
glamorous reports. 

I remember an incident. A brahmachari had 
newly joined at our Kashi centre. His name 
was Ramnarayan. Sometimes he used to come 
to Premesh Maharaj. He came on one such oc- 
casion; perhaps it was a festive day, and he had 
earlier gone to Viswanath temple on that day. 
On his return, he brought a beautiful large gar- 
land, a little sandalwood paste, and holy ashes 
(all consecrated to Lord Viswanath), and said: 
“Maharaj, I have brought all these for you.’ Im- 
mediately after seeing the garland, Premesh 
Maharaj asked: “Where did you get this gar- 
land?’ The brahmachari said: ‘Maharaj, I bought 
it’ Then Maharaj asked: ‘How much did it cost?” 
The brahmachari said that it cost him two or 
three annas. Hearing this, Premesh Maharaj said 
to him: ‘Look, you are a brahmachari. Why did 
you spend all this money? Besides, didn’t you 
see how many Vishwanaths were sitting on ei- 
ther side of the road? How happy they would 
have become if they had got these two coins. 
What shall I do with this garland? You could 
have given me a consecrated bilwa leaf. But I 
would have been happier if you had used that 
money to serve the Vishwanaths who were sit- 
ting on both sides of the road’ 

I can recall another incident. A small build- 
ing was to be inaugurated in Sargachhi. Swami 
Sukhadananda, the secretary of the ashram, 
was accompanying Revered Vishuddhananda 
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Maharaj to the inauguration site. Both of them 
were disciples of the Holy Mother. On his way, 
Vishuddhananda Maharaj asked Sukhada- 
nanda: “Tell me, why do people give us money?’ 
Sukhadananda was hesitating to reply. Then 
Vishuddhananda Maharaj said: ‘People think 
that as Thakur could not touch money, those 
who left home in Thakur’s name must be great 
renunciates. 

The survival of any organisation in the 
world is made possible by sacrificing the inter- 
ests of the individuals. The limited self-inter- 
ests must be obliterated for the greater good. 
In the realm of spirituality, we see the compe- 
tition for self-sacrifice! So the rules of conduct 
here are a bit different. Swami Premeshananda 
Maharaj used to say: “Be careful about that 
group in which the development of the indi- 
vidual is given scant regard.’ By the grace of 
Thakur, it has been brought home to me that 
in the Ramakrishna Sangha, Thakur is ever run- 
ning after Naren; Holy Mother, in her complete 
self-effacement has become another image of 
Thakur; and Swamiji and his brother disciples 
are constantly trying to give others greater and 
greater opportunities. As long as we have this 
feeling, our Sangha will remain free of any dan- 
ger. Swami Premeshanandaji used to say that, in 
any Sangha, the inmates must keep intact two 
ideals: (i) The ashrama belongs to Thakur—it 
does not belong to any particular person. It does 
not even belong to the Mission authorities, or to 
the ashrama Secretary. Therefore, I have not the 
slightest ownership. Knowing the ashrama to be 
of Thakur, I will serve the ashrama, and as far as 
possible, I will look after others’ interests, giving 
up my self-interest. (ii) As the ashrama belongs 
to Thakur, I will take care of the ashrama with 
all my power, but I must not be attached to it. In 
the interest of the ashrama, I will not harm any 
person or cause pain to any living being. 
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We usually give a demonstration of our learn- 
ing and devotion in the meeting hall or in the 
worship room. But, there are two other aspects 
where we have to give our attention. First, is the 
habit of doing service. In any programme, one 
must involve oneself in some practical service ac- 
tivity which we call ‘karma yoga. We all have to 
look for an opportunity to serve in relief work at 
some point or another, and we have to necessarily 
serve the elderly. And, we must occasionally go 
for Tapasya. I remember one sadhu, after doing 
‘Tapasya, came straight to Premesh Maharaj at Sar- 
gachhi. It was five in the morning when the sadhu 
came and bowed down to Premesh Maharaj. Im- 
mediately Premesh Maharaj asked me to call the 
barber, and said to the sadhu: ‘Before you go for 
breakfast, get your head shaven nicely’ It was obvi- 
ous that the sadhu wanted some attention. 

We must do some direct service for Sri Rama- 
krishna in whatsoever way we can—be it by buy- 
ing incense sticks, carrying fruits and sweets for 
his worship, picking flowers and tu/si leaves, or 
even cleaning the doors and windows of the 
shrine. Serving Him through any such means 
will surely turn His attention to us. 

An expert musician was once singing “Khayal’ 
at Belur Math. Many monks were present. Out- 
side, one monk was heard making some deroga- 
tory comments about the incomprehensibility 
of the rendition. Coming to know this, Maha- 
purush Maharaj said: ‘I will not stay in a Math 
where there is no appreciation for great artists. 
When, for a few consecutive days, there was a 
significant dip in the attendance of sadhus in the 
morning ‘arati, Thakur appeared before Maha- 
purush Maharaj and said to him: “Look, I get up 
in the morning so that I can see them. Why don’t 
you tell them to come?’ 

Secondly, there must be the practice of medita- 
tion. Nowadays, there is a great emphasis on ‘mind- 
fulness, that is, an emphasis on concentration of 
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mind. Doctors and psychiatrists—are all advocat- 
ing the practice of meditation. Swamiji says that 
the first step in education is the concentration of 
the mind. Sri Ramakrishna stressed living in soli- 
tude. He used to say: “When you meditate, go 
into the solitude of a forest, or a quiet corner, and 
enter into the chamber of your heart: So every day 
we must meditate at least for a while. 

We are doing relief work amounting to 
crores of rupees. As the people of our country 
have confidence in our service, they are giving 
us money. We too are blessed to serve. But, it has 
been seventy-five years since our country became 
independent. How long will our people keep 
receiving grants like this? Why can’t we create 
opportunities for our poor people to become 
self-sufficient? If there’s a natural disaster, there 
can be some temporary relief. But now the main 
task ahead of us is to teach the common masses 
the ways and means of improving the quality of 
daily life. Swamiji talked about inventing new 
methods of food production. 

An industrialist, immediately after intro- 
ducing something new in a factory, increased the 
wage of every employee. According to him, how 
will people buy if they do not have money? How 
will the condition of others be improved? Ac- 
cording to a newspaper report, it was found that 
3 per cent of the total wealth of the upper classes 
of our country was equal to 30 per cent of the 
total wealth of the economically disadvantaged 
classes. There is a glaring lack of balanced distri- 
bution of wealth in our country. Let me tell you 
about an incident. Once a monk had come from 
Kanpur. He narrated an incident to Premesh 
Maharaj. On a summer afternoon, when he was 
returning to the ashrama in the scorching heat, 
he saw a woman ferrying gas balloons. In that 
extreme heat, the woman wore a distressed look. 
Our monk asked her about the price of the bal- 


loon. Coming to know that four balloons would 
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cost one rupee, the monk purchased four bal- 
loons and paid her twenty rupees. When the 
woman was returning the rest of the money, the 
monk said that he wouldn’t need the change. 
But the woman, with her self-respect wounded, 
remonstrated saying that she was not a beggar. 
Indeed, when would the general people in our 
country have such a sense of honour? 

Two ideals prevailed in Buddha’s Sangha. 
The ideal of a personal God having been ban- 
ished from Buddhism reappeared in the form 
of ‘Buddha’ himself being worshipped as God. 
The ritualistic activities surrounding the idols 
and the temples of Buddha followed as a matter 
of course. The other pertains to the dry dialectics 
of philosophers such as Vijnanabhiskhu and the 
like. The excessive authority of the Pope made a 
faction of Christianity somewhat political. The 
religious order of Chaitanya, owing to its indis- 
criminate acceptance of all and sundry into its 
fold, lost its uniqueness. 

Of course, there are some great souls every- 
where. Such souls cannot be confined to a spe- 
cific place or time. Once Revered Shantanandaji 
Maharaj was meditating in a pagoda in Ran- 
goon. He was young then. Suddenly he felt that 
his head was being gently touched. He opened 
his eyes and saw a very old Buddhist monk with 
a childlike face gently passing his hand over his 
(Shantanandaji’s) head. Once, I was in their 
guest house at Bodh Gaya. It was a cold win- 
ter morning. We were already awake and were 
talking among ourselves in our room. Suddenly 
the door opened, and an old monk entered. He 
served each of us hot coffee. 

Swamiji, by thoroughly analysing the merits 
and demerits of earlier religious orders, has so 
devised the rules of our Sangha that it will not 
easily degenerate. Premeshanandaji Maharaj 
used to say—Thakur is ‘Suzi’ (Revealed truth), 
Holy Mother is “Svrti (Applied truth), and 
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Swamiji is “Nydya’ (Reasoned truth). Our 
Sangha is established on the firm foundation of 
the harmony of Yogas. 

Followers of any community could easily ap- 
proach Sri Ramakrishna. And Sri Ramakrish- 
na’s easy behaviour with them would leave them 
with the feeling that the exchange was mutu- 
ally beneficial. We find so many divisions in the 
Vedanta philosophy itself, such as the philoso- 
phical school of Shankara, Ramanuja, and the 
like. Buddhism and Sikhism are somewhat close 
to Hinduism. However, followers of other re- 
ligions are still far away from one another. We 
need to become so enriched spiritually that the 
sincere spiritual aspirants from these commu- 
nities can smoothly blend with us. 

I remember an incident. A ‘Meditation Hall’ 
was inaugurated at our Fiji Ashrama. At the inau- 
guration, along with us, there were also present 
—a Christian Father and a Muslim Maulavi. 
Photos of Thakur, Holy Mother, and Swamiji 
were unveiled. The Christian Father, after per- 
forming a few rituals, unveiled the photo of 
Christ. The Maulavi recited the Koran, and un- 
veiled a canvas on which was written ‘Al-Haqq. 
‘Al-Haqq’ means ‘Truth’ and it is a special epi- 
thet applied to Allah in the Koran. The next day 
a lady came with some children, and sat in our 
“Meditation Hall’ I asked her: “Do you come 
here every day?’ She replied: ‘I am a Christian. 
Now, this has become a church to me. 

We must relentlessly strive for the goal that 
Swami Vivekananda has set for us. Swamiji 
exhorted us, saying: “Such Maths are to be es- 
tablished all over the world. In some countries 
only spiritual ideas are needed; in others, some 
amount of material comfort is greatly needed. 
Thus nations and individuals are to be led into 
the realm of spirituality along their respective 
paths, by fulfilling the particular wants they 
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Swami Vivekananda’s Philosophy of Work: 
Karma Yoga and Practical Vedanta 


Swami Bhajanananda 


MONG THE MANY CONTRIBUTIONS 
Ae Swami Vivekananda to the rejuve- 
nation, reassessment, reinterpretation, 
and universalisation of Hinduism in modern 
times, his development of a new philosophy of 
work needs special mention and deep study. It 
is not well known that, after Karl Marx, Swami 
Vivekananda was the first great thinker and so- 
cial leader to develop an independent universal 
philosophy of work. 

Tremendous changes have been taking place 
all over the world during the last twenty years. 
Advancements in information and communica- 
tion technology, globalisation of the economy, 
environmental awareness, understanding of the 
importance of education and, now the Covid 
Pandemic, have drastically altered the mindset 
of people and their attitude towards work. As 
a result of these changes, the present-day world 
is in need of a new philosophy of work. We be- 
lieve that Swami Vivekananda has provided the 
framework of a new philosophy of work which 
fulfils this need to a great extent. 

Swamiji’s philosophy of work is based on two 
sets of concepts pertaining to Karma Yoga and 
Practical Vedanta. Few people are aware of the 
difference between the two disciplines, Karma 
Yoga and Practical Vedanta. It may come as a 
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surprise to many people when we point out that 
the goal of Karma Yoga is Mukti, whereas the 
goal of Practical Vedanta is worldly prosperity. 
Karma Yoga existed much before Swami Viveka- 
nanda, in the Vedas, in the Bhagavadgita, and in 
other Indian religious scriptures, whereas Prac- 
tical Vedanta originated with Swamiji. 
First, let us study Karma Yoga. 


Karma Yoga 


Before we begin a detailed study of Karma Yoga, 
it is necessary to know what “Karma means. 

What is Karma? The word “Karma is usually 
translated into English as ‘work. But the two 
words do not always mean the same. Any move- 
ment which involves transformation of energy 
is called ‘work’: in this sense, an automobile, a 
wind mill, a printing press, or any other machine, 
an ox or a horse employed in agricultural opera- 
tions—all these things are said to do work. But 
this kind of work is not called ‘Karma’. 

The term ‘Karma is applied only to an ac- 
tion which has moral consequences. That is, an 
action done by an agent who is responsible for 
his actions. Such an agent can only be a human 
being. The work done by a human being is called 
labour. Therefore, the word ‘Karma’ should be 
translated into English as ‘labour’. 

Even in the case of a human being, involun- 
tary physiological movements (known as jivan- 
cesta) such as breathing, heart-beat, digestion of 
food, and the like are not treated as labour or 
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Karma. The sense of being an agent (arta) of 
one’s actions or being the enjoyer (bhokta) of the 
fruits of one’s actions is a necessary condition for 
an activity to be called Karma. 

Another question that arises in this context is 
whether work done unconsciously or unknow- 
ingly can also cause favourable or unfavourable 
Karmic consequences. Jainism which discusses 
this question in detail holds that unconsciously 
committed worldly deeds are as culpable as con- 
sciously committed ones. 


Karma and Karma-Yoga 


Everyone has to work. Millions of people all 
over the world are constantly engaged in some 
kind of work or other. As the Gita (3.5) states: 
‘No one can remain even for a second without 
work, Almost all the work that people do is not 
‘Karma-Yoga. Merely doing work is not ‘Karma- 
Yoga. Unlike the other Yogas, Karma Yoga does 
not involve the renunciation of work at any 
stage. What Karma Yoga does is the transform- 
ation of work. The Gita calls this transformation 
am: PAY, AIGA, ‘skillfulness in work’ 
Sridhara Swami in his T7ka (explanatory notes) 
explains this term ‘skillfulness’ (kawsalam) as 
follows: “The ability of work, which normally 
causes bondage, to lead a person to Mukti when 
it is done as worship of the Lord is known as 
“skillfulness in work”; it itself is Yoga.” Most of 
the work that people do leads them to bondage. 
But when work is done as Karma Yoga, it leads 
people to Mukti. There is a world of difference 
between simply doing work and doing work as 
‘Karma-Yoga. 

By ‘Yoga’ is meant the transformation of 
human consciousness into Divine Conscious- 
ness. Here by transformation is meant transcend- 
ing the senses. Any means by which a person 
is able to transcend the limitations of sense 
organs (indriyas) is Yoga, according to Swami 
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Vivekananda. Another definition of Yoga given 
by Swamiji is: “Yoga is the manifestation of the 
potential Divinity in man. Any activity, such as 
agriculture, studies, work in a factory, and the 
like can be converted into Yoga. But one has to 
learn how this conversion can be brought about. 

The first condition for this conversion is the at- 

tainment of purity of mind. When work is done 

as Yoga, it purifies the mind. How does Karma 

Yoga bring about the purification of the mind? 

It does purification in three ways: 

1. By creating good samskaras (impressions in 
mind). When any good work, such as ser- 
vice to one’s Guru, is done, it creates good 
samskaras in the mind. These good samskaras 
obstruct the operation of bad samskaras 
which had been acquired earlier by doing 
bad karma. 

2. By sublimating lower impulses. By doing 
good work, the energy of lower instincts 
and impulses are made to flow into higher 
creative channels. This process is known as 
sublimation. 

3. By bringing out dormant and repressed im- 
pulses and desires. It is only when we do work 
and deal with various people that we come to 
know about the workings of the lower mind 


and the ego. 


Three Effects of Karma 
(Three Kinds of Karmaphala) 


In the Bhagavadgita, Sri Krishna makes the well- 
known statement: “You have only the right to 
do work, not to its fruits’? What does Krishna 
mean by ‘fruits’ here? By ‘fruits’ is meant the ‘ef- 
fects’ of Karma. The effects of Karma are of three 
kinds: External, Internal, and Cosmic. 
External Effect—the result of Karma done 
in the external world, which fulfils the original 
purpose of work. It is this external fruit that Sri 
Krishna wants us to renounce. God is the real 
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owner of the land and the Master of the work. 
So all the fruits of work belong to Him. 

Internal Effect—the samskaras (good and 
bad) created in the mind by our work. 

Cosmic Effect—this is an unseen (adysta) ef- 
fect which gets deposited or recorded, nobody 
knows where, and which determines our fu- 
ture birth, longevity, and experiences* in that 
future birth. In Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra, this effect 
is known as karmdasaya. In Vedanta, it is known 
as sancita-karma. 

We have seen that the ultimate goal of Karma 
Yoga is Mukti and that the first step in that direc- 
tion is to bring about the purification of the 
mind. The second step is to follow one of the 
two margas. It is necessary to clarify the confu- 
sion between Marga and Yoga before proceed- 
ing further. 


Margas and Yogas 


By marga is meant mukti marga, the highway to 
the attainment of Mukti. A marga gives a general 
orientation to the ultimate Reality. Jana Marga 
gives orientation to Nirguna Brahman, whereas 
Bhakti Marga gives orientation to Saguna Brah- 
man. Actual sadhana or practice in each marga is 
done according to Yoga. There are at present only 
two Margas, namely, Jzana Marga and Bhakti 
Marga. The four Yogas belong to these two 
Margas. (It should be noted here that traditional 
Acharyas of Vedanta accept only three Yogas: 
Karma Yoga, Bhakti Yoga and Jana Yoga. It was 
Swami Vivekananda who added Raja Yoga as the 
fourth Yoga. This Raja Yoga is a part of Vedanta; 
it is entirely different from Patanjali’s Yoga which 
is an independent Darsana and is based on en- 
tirely different premises.] That is to say, Jaana 
Marga has its own four Yogas. Similarly, Bhakti 
Marga also has its own set of four Yogas. 

What is Mukti? Mukti is generally taken 
to mean freedom from the cycle of births and 
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deaths. What is the cause of rebirth? Safcita- 
karma, the accumulated store of unseen (adysta) 
cosmic effects of the different types of Karma 
done by a person during his or her lifetime. It is as 
a result of the fruition (vipaka) of sancita-karma 
that rebirth takes place. As long as sancita-karma 
remains, rebirth is unavoidable. Therefore, in 
order to attain Mukti, sazcita-karma is to be 
destroyed. How to destroy sancita-karma is the 
basic question in all sects and systems of philo- 
sophy in Hinduism. 

In Jnana Marga, sancita-karma is believed 
to be destroyed through Jaana. According to 
Advaita Vedanta, Karma itself is the result of 
ajnana.’ When Brahman is realised, ajidna dis- 
appears, and along with it, savcita-karma will 
be destroyed. In Bhakti Marga, sancita-karma is 
destroyed by God’s grace. According to Rama- 
nuja, God can ‘do, undo, or modify”® Karma. 
Hence, only God (and also the Avatara) can give 
Mukti to the human being. 

The Mimamsakas hold a different view. Ac- 
cording to them, every Karma creates a power 
(sakti) (which corresponds to saficita-karma) 
and this sakti cannot be destroyed by any 
means—neither by Jfana nor by Bhakti. The 
Mimamsakas hold that the sakti of Karma has 
to be exhausted through experience (bhoga) 
caused by Karma. “Through Bhoga alone can 
Karma be exhausted’ states Kumarila Bhatta. 
But then, in this process of ‘exhausting Karma- 
phala through bhoga’, fresh sancita-karma is 
likely to get deposited. Therefore, Mimamsakas 
insist that all work should be done without any 
desire (xiskama-karma). Sakama-karma or work 
with desire alone causes the deposit of sancita- 
karma. According to the Mimamsaka Prabha- 
kara, we have to do all work (mostly Vedic 
rituals) without expecting any results, simply 
because the Vedas enjoin us to do the Karma. 
[The Mimamsaka attempt to start a third marga 
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known as ‘Karma Marga’ was attacked by all the 
Acharyas. As a result, the idea of third marga, 
‘Karma Marga’, did not survive beyond the 1oth 
century CE. Hence, there now remain only two 
margas—Jnana Marga and Bhakti Marga. All 
the four Yogas belong to these two Margas.] 


Karma Yoga and Mukti 


It was stated earlier that after attaining purifi- 
cation of mind, the Karma Yogi should follow 
any one of the two Margas. If one follows Jzana 
Marga, then one has to regard oneself as the 
Atman and do all work selflessly, as a witness of 
one’s actions. If one follows Bhakti Marga, then 
one should do all work as worship of God (or as 
service to God in human being) and surrender 
the fruits of one’s all actions to God. 

All the teachers of traditional Vedanta hold 
that Karma by itself cannot directly lead to 
Mukti. They assign a low status to Karma Yoga. 
According to them, Karma Yoga can lead only to 
the purification of the mind (citta suddhi). 

Swami Vivekananda has endorsed the above 
view in a few of his lectures. But in some other 
lectures, Swamiji has held that Karma Yoga 
can directly lead to Mukti. [This should not be 
construed to mean that Swamiji started a new 
Karma Marga as the Mimamsakas did.] Swamiji 
stated: ‘Each one of our (four) Yogas is fitted to 
make man perfect even without the help of the 
others, because they have all, the same goal in 
view. The Yogas of work, wisdom, and devotion 
are all capable of serving as direct and indepen- 
dent means for the attainment of Moksha’ This 
does not, however, mean that Swamiji started 
a separate ‘Karma Marga’ as the Mimamsakas 
had done. The difference between traditional 
Acharyas and Swamiji is this: Traditional 
Acharyas looked upon Karma Yoga as a prelimi- 
nary discipline meant only for the purification 
of the mind, to be discarded after purification 


44 


is achieved. By contrast, Swamiji held that after 
attaining purification of mind, the Karma Yogi 
continues to do Karma— 

a) either according to Jzana Marga (by look- 
ing upon oneself as the Atman, as the wit- 
ness of one’s actions), 

b) or according to Bhakti Marga (by looking 
upon work as worship of the Lord). 

Swamiji did not hold that mere mechanical 
work would lead to spiritual enlightenment or 
Mukti. Mechanical work done by machines and 
animals such as ox (bullock), horse, and the like 
cannot be called even Karma, let alone Karma 
Yoga. Work becomes Karma Yoga only when it 
is done with a certain degree of self-awareness 
and self-direction and/or self-surrender. When 
Karma Yoga is done after attaining purification 
of mind and awakening of the Pratyagatman 
(higher individual Self) [Ramanuja called this 
Atmavalokanam, inner awakening] or after at- 
taining the capacity for intense prayer and com- 
plete self-surrender (prapatti or saranagati), it 
can directly lead to Mukti. This was what Swami 
Vivekananda meant by his statement that Karma 
Yoga can be a direct and independent path to 
the highest goal of life. The Karma Yogi must 
follow either Jzana-Marga or Bhakti-Marga. It 
is the confusion between Marga and Yoga that 
has led to the wrong interpretation of Swamiji’s 
views on Karma Yoga. 

It should be noted that although Mukti is 
the goal of both the Margas, the goal of Jzana 
Marga is attained by the realisation of Nirguna 
Brahman, whereas the goal of Bhakti Marga 
is attained through the realisation of Saguna 
Brahman. 


Two Kinds of Karma Yoga 


In his book, Karma Yoga (originally given as class 
talks in New York in 1896), Swami Vivekananda 
speaks of two ways of doing Karma Yoga: one 
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for those who do not believe in a Personal God 
and the other for those who believe in a Personal 
God.’ These two ways are respectively known as 
“Work for work’s sake’ and “Work as worship. 

1. Work for Work’s Sake 

For those who do not believe in a Personal 
God, Swamiji taught selfless work. Here, selfless 
work does not mean work without any I-con- 
sciousness. Here ‘self’ refers to the lower self or 
selfishness with which are associated such feel- 
ings as attachment, aversion, greed, fear, egoism, 
and other lower emotions and drives. In other 
words, selfless work means ‘unselfish work’. 

Swamiji gave so much importance to unselfish- 
ness that he stated: ‘Unselfishness is God.” In this 
way of Karma Yoga, the emphasis is on unselfish- 
ness, detachment, non-expectation of reward or 
praise or reciprocity for one’s actions. This way 
of doing Karma Yoga is popularly known as work 
for works sake. About this path, Swamiji stated: 
‘Karma Yoga teaches us how to work for work’s 
sake, unattached, without caring who is helped, 
and what for. The Karma Yogi works because it is 
his nature, because he feels it is good to do so, and 
he has no object beyond that." 

The Bhagavadgita in its third and fourth 
chapters describes universal life as ‘cosmic sac- 
rifice’ (yajva), a self-renewing cycle (yajna- 
cakra). Every living being must participate in 
this cosmic sacrifice. Every action may be re- 
garded as an oblation in the cosmic sacrifice. 
This is another way of doing ‘work for work’s 
sake’ Swami Vivekananda has also spoken of life 
as a continual act of self-sacrifice. To quote his 
words: ‘Self-sacrifice, not self-assertion, is the 
highest law of the universe. ... Religion comes 
with intense self-sacrifice.” ‘Sacrifice in the past 
has been the Law; it will be, alas, for ages to 
come. The earth’s bravest and best will have to 
sacrifice themselves for the good of many, for 


the welfare of all?”? 
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Swamiji has very often spoken of Karma Yoga 
as a means of ‘manifesting the potential Divinity 
of the soul’ In a letter to Sister Nivedita, Swamiji 
wrote: ‘My ideal indeed can be put into a few 
words and that is: to preach unto mankind their 
divinity, and how to make it manifest in every 
movement of life.* 

“Work for work’s sake’ or plain unselfish 
work, was the type of Karma Yoga that Swamiji 
popularised in the West. It was the main theme 
of the classes on Karma Yoga that Swamiji con- 
ducted in New York in 1896-97. It was these 
class talks that were later compiled into the 
book, Karma Yoga. 

2. Work as Worship 

The second way of doing Karma Yoga is for 
those who believe in a Personal God. In this way, 
all work is done as an expression of one’s love for 
God, as a service to God. One is asked to sur- 
render the fruits of all one’s actions as worship 
of God. This type of Karma Yoga is known as 
‘work as worship. 

This type of Karma Yoga is the main theme 
of the middle six chapters of the Gita. There Sri 
Krishna tells Arjuna: “Whatever you do, what- 
ever you eat, whatever you offer as sacrifice, what- 
ever you give in charity, whatever austerity you 
perform—offer everything to Me’ (Gita, 9.27). 

God is immanent in creation, and so, every 
activity can be treated as worship of the Virat 
Purusa, the Cosmic Person. Regarding this Sri 
Krishna gives this assurance: “By worshipping 
the all-pervading supreme Being, from whom all 
activities originate, with one’s work, one attains 
the supreme Goal of life’ (Gita, 18.46). 


Sri Ramakrishna’s Contributions to 
Karma Yoga 


To this traditional idea of ‘work as worship; Sri 
Ramakrishna added a new dimension with his 
doctrine of ‘serving man as God’ (Siva-jnane 
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jiwa-seva). He used to say: ‘If God can be wor- 
shipped in a clay image, can He not be wor- 
shipped in a human being?’ 

The basis of this teaching is the Advaita 
principle of the oneness of the individual Self 
(jivatman) and the supreme Self (Paramatman). 
Human being’s true nature is neither the body 
nor the mind, but the Atman, which is of the 
nature of pure Consciousness. This conscious- 
ness is an inseparable part or reflection of an infi- 
nitude of Consciousness known as Brahman, 
also known as [¢vara or God. This means, in 
one’s true nature, a human is Divine. Therefore, 
Sri Ramakrishna taught: ‘Service to human is 
service to God. 

Commenting on the traditional teaching to 
cultivate ‘compassion to human beings’ (jive 
daya), Sri Ramakrishna stated: ‘Compassion to 
human beings! Who are you to show compas- 
sion? No, it is not compassion but service to the 
human being as God.’ This statement should not 
be interpreted to mean that Sri Ramakrishna 
disapproved of the milk of human kindness. On 
the contrary, he praised such human qualities as 
love, kindness, sympathy, and empathy. What he 
disapproved of was ‘compassion’ as a patronising 
or condescending attitude. According to him, 
only God Himself or an Avatara or a fully liber- 
ated soul can feel true compassion for people. In 
the case of ordinary people, the correct attitude 
is to have love and reverence for all people as 
manifestations of the Supreme Divine. 

The idea of worshipping God in human or 
human as God is not anything new. It had always 
remained an essential aspect of Hindu culture. 
But it had been confined to a person’s attitude 
towards his Guru or to an illumined soul. Sri 
Ramakrishna extended this reverential attitude 
towards all people. 

It is important to note here that Sri Rama- 
krishna did not merely teach the principle of 
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Siva-jnane jiva-seva (‘serving human as God’) 
but also practised it. He worshipped his own 
spouse as the Divine Mother; he saw the Divine 
Mother even in fallen women; he saw God in 
his own disciples and devotees. Moreover, like 
Buddha and Christ, Sri Ramakrishna also dedi- 
cated the best part of his life to the service of 
humanity—awakening, inspiring, teaching, and 
guiding people day and night. More than Sri 
Ramakrishna’s teaching, it was his exemplary life, 
and untiring work for the welfare of others, that 
influenced Swami Vivekananda. Swamiji speaks 
of Sri Ramakrishna as a great Karma Yogi in his 
lectures on My Master. 

Of all the followers of Sri Ramakrishna, it 
was Swami Vivekananda who could understand 
the true import of Sri Ramakrishna’s teaching 
of Siva-jnane jiva-seva. This was because of the 
extraordinary power of intuition inherent in 
him. Swamiji saw in Sri Ramakrishna’s teaching 
a universally valid spiritual basis for humanism, 
human relationships, social interactions, and 
social service. 

‘Service to human as service to God’ is the 
type of Karma Yoga that Swami Vivekananda 
popularised in India. It is a more refined, ele- 
vated, and personalised form of the Gita’s ideal 
of ‘work as worship. Swamiji popularised this 
ideal of Karma Yoga in India because it was 
already implied in Indian culture, and Indians 
could easily understand it, accept it, and be 
motivated by it. 

It was this type of Karma Yoga that Swamiji 
emphasised in his letters to his Madras disciples 
and in his Lectures from Colombo to Almora. 


Swamiji’s Contributions to Karma Yoga 


Swamiji did not merely preach his Master’s doc- 
trine of Karma Yoga. He made important con- 
tributions to its theory and practical application. 
Some of these contributions are mentioned below: 
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1. Metaphysical foundation 

By expounding the ‘serving man as God’ prin- 
ciple in the light of the Upanishads, Swamiji pro- 
vided the proper metaphysical foundation for 
the doctrine. All individual selves (jivatman) are 
one in the Supreme Self, known as Paramatman 
or Brahman or God. Hence, service to man is 
really service to God. Swamiji also showed that 
Jesus Christ’s teaching, “Love thy neighbour as 
thyself’ also stands explained in the light of Sri 
Ramakrishna’s doctrine: I must love my neigh- 
bour as myself because I and my neighbour are 
one in essence. 

2. Social application 

Secondly, Swamiji applied the doctrine of 
Siva jnane jiva-seva on a large scale in the so- 
cial field, to shape the social attitudes of modern 
people, especially Indians. All the activities of 
Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission 
are based on the ideals of ‘work as worship’ and 
‘service to man as service to God’. 

3. Focus on the poor and the downtrodden 

Swamiji was the first spiritual leader in India 
to make the poor and the downtrodden the 
main focus of all service activities. He combined 
‘service’ and ‘worship’ into a single discipline, 
and introduced a new kind of ‘worship’, namely, 
service to the poor, the low-caste, the sick, and 
the sinner. He declared: “This is the gist of all 
worship—to be pure and to do good to others. 
He who sees Shiva in the poor, in the weak, and 
in the diseased, really worships Shiva. And if he 
sees Shiva only in the image, his worship is but 
preliminary.” It needed extraordinary courage 
to make such a declaration in those days. Swamiji 
was the first spiritual leader in India in modern 
times to ‘conscientise’ the minds of upper-class 
people about the plight of the poor masses of 
India through his lectures and letters. He said: 
‘So long as the millions live in hunger and igno- 
rance, I hold every man a traitor who, having 
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been educated at their expense, pays not, the 
least heed to them.’’* All the service activities 
started by Swamiji through the Ramakrishna 
Mission are focused on the uplift of the poor 
and neglected masses and on women in general. 

4. Introduction of Karma Yoga into Hindu 
monasticism 

The sannyasa ideal of Hindu monasticism 
takes a monk beyond all obligations and duties. 
Hence, Hindu monks have always regarded 
themselves as above the need to perform any 
kind of social service. Swami Vivekananda’s 
introduction of Karma Yoga and social service 
into monastic life was a revolutionary step. But 
it does not go against the traditional ideal of 
sannyasa as above social obligations. Swamiji 
pointed out that sannyasins do Karma Yoga not 
as a social obligation or duty but as a service to 
the Lord present in all people. 

5. Involving Monks as agents of social 
transformation 

Swami Vivekananda saw that— 

(a) what the poor people in India needed 
was a message of faith and strength to uplift 
themselves; 

(b) what the rich people in India needed was 
a message of inspiration to serve God in the poor 
and downtrodden; 

(c) what the affluent society in the West 
needed was a view of Reality which reconciles 
science and religion, and a way of life which 
would lead to supreme fulfilment. 

Swamiji believed that Vedanta philosophy, 
if properly interpreted in the light of Sri Rama- 
krishna’s life and teachings, could fulfil all the 
three needs mentioned above. But this message 
has to be spread among the people, and such a 
social programme could be sustained on a long- 
term basis only by a monastic organisation. 

It was with this idea that Swamiji started 
a long-range programme to train monks as 
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preachers to spread Vedanta among the people 
in the West and to train and engage monks in 
different forms of social service especially for 
the poor in India. Involving monks in this way 
for social transformation is a major contribution 
of Swami Vivekananda to the philosophy of work. 

6. Removal of the distinction between the 
Sacred and the Secular 

In traditional Hinduism (in fact, in all re- 
ligious traditions) there is a clear distinction 
between the sacred and the secular. Everything 
connected with temples, deities, rituals, and 
scriptures, is considered to be sacred, and other 
types of work are regarded as secular. Similarly, 
the distinction is made between higher types of 
work such as ritualistic worship, teaching, writ- 
ing, and so on, which are associated with the 
upper castes and classes on the one hand, and 
menial types of work such as mending shoes, 
sweeping, cleaning toilets, and so on, which are 
associated with lower castes and classes, on the 
other hand. Swamiji removed all these distinc- 
tions. He did it by divinising or sacralising all 
activities and relationships. For him every work 
is sacred, because every work is a form of wor- 
ship, every work can be a means of manifesting 
the potential divinity of the soul. 

It is in this spirit that all work is undertaken 
in the Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna 
Mission. Monks of the Ramakrishna Order do 
all kinds of work such as sweeping, cleaning toi- 
lets, nursing patients, cooking, ritualistic wor- 
ship, studying, teaching, and writing—all done 
in a spirit of worship. 


Practical Vedanta 


In this context, we have to keep in mind that 
Karma Yoga is a spiritual discipline with the 
sole aim of attaining Mukti. Very few people 
are really qualified to undertake Karma Yoga 
(Note: In recent years, two well-known people 


48 


who claimed to have practised Karma Yoga 
were Mahatma Gandhi and Vinoba Bhave. The 
former claimed to have realised God through 
Karma Yoga only during the last few years of 
his life.) This gives rise to the question: What 
about the different types of ordinary karma that 
people perform as engineers, doctors, business- 
men, farmers, fishermen, and so on, with the aim 
of attaining material prosperity, family welfare, 
creative expression, and so on? What relevance 
can Hindu scriptures like Vedanta and Yoga 
have in their lives? In what way can concepts of 
Vedanta and Yoga be of positive help to people 
in attaining material prosperity and success in 
life? More than a hundred years ago, the famous 
German sociologist Max Weber raised the ques- 
tion: ‘India had intellectual ability and wealth, 
and yet, it failed to produce a technological civi- 
lisation. What is the cause?’ The cause according 
to him lay in the inherent defects of the Hindu 
Religion. Many other scholars like Albert Sch- 
weitzer have raised similar questions about the 
impracticability of Hindu spiritual concepts. 
These concepts may help people to renounce 
the world, negate life, and attain personal Mukti. 
But they are of little use in dealing with the day- 
to-day problems of life. 

Even in the West, for many centuries, philo- 
sophy had been looked upon only as a purely in- 
tellectual exercise or pastime. Karl Marx was one 
of the first great thinkers in the West to speak of 
philosophical concepts as having practical uti- 
lity. He said: “The philosophers have only inter- 
preted the world in various ways; the point is to 
change it’ This famous statement helped to open 
a new perspective on Modern philosophy. It led 
to the idea of ‘Praxis’ in philosophy: That is to say, 
philosophical concepts must have practical utility 
in dealing with the problems of day-to-day life. 

Three decades after Marx made this state- 
ment, and quite independent of him, Swami 
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Vivekananda raised similar questions with regard 
to the uplift of the downtrodden poor masses of 
India. Swami Vivekananda raised the question: 
Can the basic principles of Vedanta, if applied 
to day-to-day problems of life, enable people not 
only to attain success in their respective profes- 
sions but also make their lives more meaningful 
and fulfilling? Nowadays, owing to too much 
competition, consumerism, hurry and worry, 
human life has become very stressful, and many 
people are suffering from tension-related dis- 
eases. Can the Vedantic principles of the poten- 
tial divinity of the soul, the basic oneness of life 
in the supreme Self, and the like, enable people 
to face the problems of life boldly? 

Nothing great in life can be achieved without 
struggle, without undergoing stress and tension. 
The real problem is to withstand stress and strain 
without breaking down. This becomes possible 
only if we have strength. Swami Vivekananda 
gave great importance to strength. He said: 
‘Strength, therefore, is the one thing needful. 
Strength is the medicine for the world’s disease. 
Strength is the medicine which the poor must 
have when tyrannised over by the rich. Strength 
is the medicine which the ignorant must have 
when oppressed by the learned.””” 

Again, in another context, Swamiji states: 
‘Stand up, be bold, be strong. Take the whole re- 
sponsibility on your own shoulders, and know 
that you are the creator of your own destiny. 
All the strength and succour you want is within 
yourselves." 

‘And the Upanishads are the great mine of 
strength. Therein lies strength enough to invig- 
orate the whole world.” 

The application of the universal principles of 
Vedanta in practical life is what Swamiji called 
‘Practical Vedanta’. Practical Vedanta is meant to 
help common people to attain material prosper- 
ity, stable human relationships, peace of mind, 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


the meaningfulness of life, and so on. Accord- 
ing to Swamiji, the aim of Practical Vedanta is to 
make a fisherman a better fisherman, a student a 
better student, and a lawyer a better lawyer. To 
quote Swamiji’s own words: 
These conceptions of Vedanta must come out, 
must remain not only in the forest, not only 
in the cave, but they must come out to work 
at the bar and the bench, in the pulpit, and in 
the cottage of the poor man, with the fisher- 
men that are catching fish, and with the stu- 
dents that are studying. They call to every man, 
woman and child, whatever be their occupa- 
tion, wherever they may be. ... How can the 
fishermen and all these carry out the ideals of 
the Upanishads? The way has been shown. ... 
If the fisherman thinks that he is the Spirit, he 
will be a better fisherman; if the student thinks 
he is the Spirit, he will be a better student, if 
the lawyer thinks that he is the Spirit, he will 


be a better lawyer, and so on.” 


It should be noted here that Swamiji’s aim 
was not to enable a fisherman or student or law- 
yer to get Mukti but to enable them to improve 
the quality of their life. Swamiji elaborated this 
idea of Practical Vedanta in different places in 
his lectures from Colombo to Almora delivered 
in India in 1897. (Note: It is to be remembered 
in this context that Swamiji spoke of two kinds 
of Practical Vedanta. The first found expression 
in his lectures on Practical Vedanta delivered in 
America. There, Swamiji’s main aim was to show 
that the eternal universal principles of Vedanta 
are not mere theoretical concepts but are prac- 
tical or practicable, that is, they can be actu- 
ally realised in life. The second type of Practical 
Vedanta is what we are discussing here.) 

In this connection, it may be pointed out that 
Karl Marx was the first person in modern times 
to introduce ‘praxis’ into Western philosophy. 
(Note: Praxis in ancient Greek meant the ‘pro- 
cess’ by which a philosophical concept is put into 
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practice. Aristotle wrote about three activities 
of human beings: theoria, poiesis, and praxis. 
Theoria refers to theoretical knowledge. Poiesis 
is technical knowledge, as for example, about 
how a machine works. Praxis is the practical ap- 
plication of a philosophical concept.) By ‘praxis’ 
is meant that philosophical principles must have 
practical applicability. That is, philosophical 
principles, if applied in life, must be capable of 
solving the problems of life, and should enable 
people to find ‘self-realisation’ through work. 
With the collapse of the Marxist economy in 
Russia and China, Marx’s philosophy of work 
has lost its credibility. 

After Karl Marx, Swami Vivekananda was 
the first person to introduce the idea of ‘praxis’ 
through his concept of ‘Practical Vedanta. Karl 
Marx’s philosophy was based on a material- 
istic view of life, and the ‘self-realisation’ that 
he spoke of pertained to the lower self or the 
ego. This kind of lower self-realisation may bring 
some satisfaction, but it may keep a person self- 
centred and unable to live in peace with others. 
By contrast, Swamiji’s ‘Practical Vedanta’ is based 
on a spiritual view of life, and the ‘Self-realisa- 
tion’ that Swamiji aimed at is the realisation of 
the supreme Self, the ultimate source of supreme 
knowledge, supreme love, and supreme bliss. 


Conclusion 


Karma Yoga and Practical Vedanta together 
constitute Swami Vivekananda’s Philosophy of 
Work. Swamiji combined these two disciplines 
into a single ideal in the motto that he gave to 
Ramakrishna Mission: ‘Atmano moksartham 
jagad hitaya ca; for one’s own liberation and for 
the welfare of the world’ The first part of the 
Motto (‘For one’s own liberation’) is to be re- 
alised through Karma Yoga (or rather, through 
a synthesis of all the four yogas) whereas the 
second part of the motto (‘for the welfare of 
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the world’) is to be realised through Practical 
Vedanta. The two parts of the Motto consti- 
tute a composite ideal. It was this composite 
ideal that Swami Vivekananda gave to Rama- 
krishna Movement as its motto. This motto may, 
or should, become the ideal for all people all over 
the world. 

In the present-day world, human life has be- 
come extremely complex, fast, and aimless. What 
the world needs most now is an all-comprehen- 
sive, satisfactory philosophy of work. There is at 
present no Western philosophy of work which 
fulfils the needs of the present-day world. Swami 
Vivekananda’s philosophy of work promises to 
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fill up this vacuum in modern thought. as 
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Ramakrishna Mission—It’s Ideal 


and activities 


Swami Divyananda 


HRISTOPHER ISHERWOOD begins his 

celebrated biography of Sri Ramakrishna 

by saying, ‘It is the story of a phenomenon’. 
This evocative phrase can be applied to Rama- 
krishna Mission no less. Indeed, Ramakrishna 
Mission is a startlingly unique phenomenon in 
the socio-religious history of India. Its unique- 
ness has as much to do with its comprehensive 
philosophical principle of ‘transcendence-im- 
manence’, as with its multi-faceted applications 
of this grand philosophical vision. This unique 
vision of reality was revealed to Swami Viveka- 
nanda by none other than Sri Ramakrishna 
himself. Swamiji, possessing as he did an extra- 
ordinary spiritual genius, assimilated this teach- 
ing in its entirety, and later worked it out in all its 
ramifications. The ideal of the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion must necessarily be traced to this spontan- 
eous teaching by Sri Ramakrishna in one of his 
ecstatic states. To put things in the right perspec- 
tive, let us quote the relevant, if not a somewhat 
lengthy passage from ‘Sri Ramakrishna—the 
Great Master’ by Swami Saradananda: 


Sometime in 1884, a friend of ours came to 
Dakshineswar and found the Master sitting in 
his room surrounded by devotees. Narendra 
also was present there. Various spiritual talks, 
interspersed with merriment, were going on. 


Revered Swami Divyanandaji Maharaj is the Adhya- 
ksha of the Ramakrishna Math (Kashipur Udyan- 
bati), Kolkata. 
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There arose the topic of the Vaishnava religion 
in the course of the conversation and, explain- 
ing briefly the essence of that doctrine to all, 
the Master said: ‘That doctrine teaches that 
one should always be careful to observe three 
things, namely, a taste of God's name, kindness 
to all beings and the worship of Vaishnavas. God 
is what the name is; knowing the non-differ- 
ence between the name and the possessor of 
the name, one should always take His name 
with love and devotion; knowing the identity 
of the devotee and the Divine, of the Vaish- 
nava and Krishna, one should always respect, 
worship and salute holy men, the devotees; and 
one should have the conviction in one’s heart 
that the whole universe belongs to Krishna; 
therefore, compassion for all beings is what 
one should practise? No sooner had he uttered 
the words, ‘compassion for all beings’, than he 
suddenly went into ecstasy. Regaining partial 
normal consciousness in a short time, he con- 
tinued: “Talk of compassion for beings! Will 
you, all little animals, bestow compassion on 
beings? You wretch, who are you to bestow it? 
No, no; not compassion to jivas but service to 
them as Siva’ 


Narendra found a wonderful light in those 
words of the Master and explained it. All went 
on listening to those words of the Master 
spoken in that ecstatic mood; but none could 
detect and understand their hidden import 
at that time. It was Narendranath alone who, 
coming out of the room at the end of the Mas- 
ter’s ecstasy said: ‘Ah, what a wonderful light 
have I got today from the Master’s words! In 
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synthesising the Vedantic knowledge, which 
was generally regarded as dry and even cruel, 
with sweet devotion to the Lord, what a new 
mellowed means of experiencing the Truth has 
he revealed today! In order to attain the non- 
dual knowledge, we have been told so long, 
one should have to renounce the world and 
the company of men altogether and retire to 
the forest and mercilessly uproot and throw 
away love, devotion and other soft and tender 
emotions from the heart. Formerly when the 
aspirant tried to attain that knowledge in the 
old way, he regarded the whole universe and 
each person in it as obstacles to the path of re- 
ligion and contracting therefore a hatred for 
them, he more often than not went astray. But, 
from what the Master in ecstasy said today, it 
is gathered that the Vedanta of the forest can 
be brought to the human habitation and that 
it can be applied in practice to the work-a-day 
world. Let man do everything he is doing; there 
is no harm in that; it is sufficient for him, first, 
to be fully convinced that it is God who exists, 
manifested before him as the universe and all 
the beings in it. Those, with whom he comes 
in contact every moment of his life, whom he 
loves, respects and honours, and to whom his 
sympathy and kindness flow, are all His parts, 
are all He Himself. Ifhe can thus look upon all 
the persons of the world as Siva, how can there 
be an occasion for him to regard himself as su- 
perior to them or cherish anger and hatred for 
them or an arrogant attitude towards them, yes, 
or to be even kind to them? Thus serving the 
Jivas as Siva, he will have his heart purified and 
be convinced in a short time that he himself is 
also a part of God, the Bliss Absolute, the eter- 
nally pure, wakeful and free Being. 


“We get a great light on the path of devotion 
too from these words of the Master. Until he 
sees God in all beings, the aspirant has not the 
remotest chance of realising true transcendental 
devotion. If the devout aspirant serves the Jivas 
as Siva or Narayana, he, it is superfluous to say, 
will see God in all, attain true devotion and 


have the aim of his life fulfilled in a short time. 
Those aspirants who adopt the path of action 
or that of concentration for the realisation of 
God, will also get much light from these words. 
For, as embodied beings can never rest for a mo- 
ment without doing work, it goes without say- 
ing that it is only the work of the service of Jivas 
as Siva that should be performed, and action 
done in that spirit will enable them to reach the 
goal sooner than otherwise. If the divine Lord 
ever grants me an opportunity, I'll proclaim 
everywhere in the world this wonderful truth 
I have heard today. I will preach this truth to 
the learned and the ignorant, to the rich and 
the poor, to the Brahmana and the Chandala.” 


It was Saturday, 1st May of the year 1897. A 
meeting of all the monks and devotees of Sri 
Ramakrishna was held at the house of devotee 
Balaram Bose at 57, Ramkanta Bose street, Bagh- 
bazar, Kolkata. The meeting was convened and 
chaired by Swamiji. The unanimous decision 
of this meeting was to form a socio-religious 
organisation for the welfare of humankind. On 
the second subsequent meeting on 5th May, the 
organisation was christened as ‘Ramakrishna 
Mission‘ Its aim, ideals and prime activities were 
framed. A long-cherished dream of Swamiji for 
practical application of his master Sri Rama- 
krishna’s spiritual ideas and advice to mankind 
became a reality. 


The aim of the sangha is to preach those truths 
which Sri Ramakrishna has, for the good of hu- 
manity, preached and demonstrated by prac- 
tical application in his own life, and to help 
others to put this truth into practice in their 
lives for their temporal, mental, and spiritual 
advancement.” 


In the same meeting, a roadmap of the future 
activities of this Mission was drawn. So, the ideal 
of Ramakrishna Mission is the ideal of the world 
master Sri Ramakrishna put into practice for the 
benefit of the human race. 
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Sri Ramakrishna and His Ideal 

The rarest genius in the spiritual history of the 
world, Sri Ramakrishna, needs no introduction 
today. He is very well-known now all over the 
world. Yet, he cannot be known unless he makes 
himself known. He did not have modern West- 
ern education. Yet, he had such limitless know- 
ledge of Hindu scriptures that all the learned 
people and exponents of scriptures of his time 
shrivelled before him like earthworms. 

One senior erudite monk of the Ramakrishna 
Order, in one of his articles, analysed the three 
dimensions of the personality of Sri Rama- 
krishna as: the individual, the universal, and the 
Divine. In other words, Sri Ramakrishna is— 

e the ideal man of the present age, 

e the ideal prophet (Godman) of the 

present age, 

e the deity (God) of the present age. 

Any aspect of Sri Ramakrishna—his life, his 
teachings, his message, and his mission— has 
the most relevance in the present day’s context 
in the life of any modern individual. Sri Rama- 
krishna’s life itself contains messages and teach- 
ings for all—for an ideal householder or for an 
ideal sannyasin. 

The messages and teachings of Sri Rama- 
krishna may be broadly related to following 
categories: 

(a) The Basic Concept of God: 

God is infinite, eternal, and one without a 
second. The Ultimate Reality is one; but it 
is personal as well as impersonal, and is indi- 
cated by different names such as God, Ishwar, 
Allah, Jehovah, etc. in different religions just as 
the same water is called by different names like 
Water, Jal, Pani, or Aqua. 

(b) The Ultimate Goal of Human Life: 

The goal of human life is to realise God or the 
Ultimate Reality, which alone can give a human 
being supreme fulfilment and everlasting peace. 
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This is the essence of all religions. He is born in 
vain who, having attained the human birth, so 
difficult to get, does not attempt to realise God 
in this very life. 

(c) The Harmony of All Religious Paths and 
Doctrines: 

The Ultimate Reality can be realised through 
various paths taught in world religions. All reli- 
gions are true in so far as they lead to the same 
ultimate goal. One must not be fanatic or dog- 
matic towards one’s religion. Sri Ramakrishna 
himself did intense practice following different 
religious paths and succeeded in reaching the 
same goal. Then, he declared: ‘As many faiths, 
so many paths (Jato Mat Tato Path)? 

(d) How to lead an Individual’s Life: 

Aiming the realisation of God as the pri- 
mary target, one must lead a truly pure spiritual 
life (free from lust and greed). Purity of mind 
is an essential condition for the attainment of 
the Ultimate Reality and real purity is freedom 
from lust and greed. External observances are 
only of secondary importance. By spiritual prac- 
tices, one can overcome all evil tendencies. God 
bestows His grace even on the worst sinner if he 
surrenders to Him. 

(e) The Service to Humankind: 

God dwells in all people, but the manifest- 
ation of this inner Divinity varies from person 
to person. In saintly people, there is a greater 
manifestation of God. Women are special mani- 
festations of the Divine Mother of the Universe, 
and so are to be treated with respect. 

Every object in this universe is the mani- 
festation of Lord Supreme (yatra jiva tatra 
Siva), but He manifests himself best in human 
form. So, serving the poor and needy people is 
another way of worshipping God. Sri Rama- 
krishna expressed this idea in an aphorism: 
‘Siva jnane jiva sevd; service to mankind as 


worship of God? 
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The uniqueness of Sri Ramakrishna’s teach- 
ings are: 

e They are the essences of the philosophies 
and scriptures that were developed in 
ancient India by the great Vedic sages 
and saints. 

e Whatever Sri Ramakrishna said, has 
been practised and experienced by him 
throughout his life. He was a living em- 
bodiment of true spirituality. 

Unlike Lord Buddha or Sri Chaitanya, Sri 
Ramakrishna couldn't preach among the masses 
by travelling, but always advised his devotees, 
admirers, and visiting personalities in his room 
at Dakshineswar Kali Temple. Sometimes he 
would visit the houses of some close devotees 
in North Kolkata. Sri Ramakrishna carefully 
trained in spirituality a group of youths, who, 
under his influence, renounced worldly life and 
embraced the monastic life. Sri Ramakrishna did 
all these with a mission to spread his teachings 
everywhere for the welfare of the masses and the 
rejuvenation of the world. It is just like the way 
in which the apostles of Jesus Christ spread his 
message among the common people. 

Sri Ramakrishna himself chose a highly spiri- 
ted, virtuous, and intelligent young man, Naren- 
dranath (later known as Swami Vivekananda) as 
the leader of his group of young disciples. Dur- 
ing the last days of his life, Sri Ramakrishna ad- 
vised and taught Narendranath very frequently 
in closed-door meetings. The topics of dis- 
cussion are not known to others, yet it can be 
guessed that he advised his dearest disciple how 
to preach and implement his teachings for the 
welfare of humankind. 

After the departure of Sri Ramakrishna 
from the mortal world, Narendranath, with his 
brother disciples, renounced worldly life to em- 
brace sannyasa, and they all started living to- 
gether in a dilapidated house that later came to 
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be known as Baranagore Math. Soon after, while 
travelling throughout the length and breadth of 
India as a wandering monk, Swamiji observed 
the pathetic conditions of crores of poor and 
downtrodden masses of subjugated India, which 
at that period was under British rule. India, at 
that time, was considered one of the poorest 
countries in the world. The enthusiasm and en- 
couragement of some of his devotees and influ- 
ential admirers and friends led Swamiji in 1893 
to attend the World Parliament of Religions in 
Chicago, USA. The history created by Swamiji 
at that time in the USA and Europe needs no 
further elaboration. Attracted and influenced 
by Swamiji’s charismatic personality, profound 
knowledge, razor-sharp intelligence, and skilled 
oratory power, many well-educated and influ- 
ential people—men and women of the upper 
echelon of Western society—became his dis- 
ciples, friends, and admirers. They were ready to 
help Swamiji to fulfil his dream of service to hu- 
mankind. In India, many educated youths, after 
reading Swamiji’s books and getting influenced 
by him and his brother-disciples, renounced 
their worldly life and joined the Ramakrishna 


Order for the service of humankind. 


Activities of the Ramakrishna Mission 


As per the present economic theories, the yard- 
sticks of the human development of a country 
expressed by the Human Quality Index (HQU) 
are long and healthy life, being knowledgeable, 
and a good standard of living as indicated by 
gross national income. Apart from this Human 
Quality Index, another index is also being con- 
sidered nowadays, which is called Corruption 
Perception Index. Corruption and degradation in 
morality are the prime hindrances to the nation 
as well as individual development. 

Almost a hundred and twenty-five years back, 
the true visionary Swami Vivekananda found 
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that the root causes of the very poor, distressed, 
oppressed, and downtrodden condition of crores 
of Indians were illiteracy, poor health, no med- 
ical facility, and oppression of foreign rulers and 
upper-class countrymen. Swamiji’s object in 
forming the Ramakrishna Mission was to up- 
lift the socio-economic conditions of his poor 
countrymen primarily for overall improvement 
in the fields of health, education, and standard 
of living. Otherwise, the ultimate goal of spir- 
itual upliftment of humankind would remain a 
dream. Swamiji wanted to implement in practice 
the aspiration of Sri Ramakrishna, as shown by 
the great Master, through his message and action. 

After the formation of the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion, Swamiji immediately put himself with his 
brother-disciples, other monastic members and 
volunteer devotees in action. Apart from long- 
term service work, Swamiji initiated temporal 
relief work by providing food, shelter, and essen- 
tial items for daily life to the victims of natural 
calamities like famine, earthquakes, floods, cyc- 
lones, fire, and the like. The first philanthropic 
work started with famine relief work by Swami 
Akhandananda, a direct disciple of Sri Rama- 
krishna, at Mahula, Murshidabad, in May 1897 
with zero head start, and the famine relief at De- 
oghar. Next year, commendable work, during the 
plague outbreak in Calcutta, was done by Swami 
Sadananda and Sister Nivedita with other vol- 
unteers. Thus, the wheel of Mission’s seva work 
started rolling, which is still accelerating steadily 
with time for one hundred and twenty-five years. 

Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion are the two parallel organisations conduct- 
ing the worldwide Ramakrishna Movement. The 
ideology of both organisations is the same but 
the fields of work are different. Ramakrishna 
Math is primarily the centre for spiritual devel- 
opment and practice of renunciation and asceti- 


cism and preaching of the Ramakrishna ideology. 
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The Mission is a public service organisation run 
by the monks of the monastery. Householders 
can also be members of the Mission. 

At present, various centres of Ramakrishna 
Math and Mission are doing public service 
works in the following fields: 

1. Education 

2. Medical treatment 

3. Relief and rehabilitation 

4. Development in rural and tribal areas 

5. Women and child welfare 

6. Youth welfare 

7. Spirituality and national culture, and 

8. Public relations 

Ramakrishna Mission now runs 128 edu- 
cational institutions like degree colleges, high 
schools and higher secondary schools, and a uni- 
versity all over India. Mission also runs sixty-five 
vocational education centres, primary schools, 
junior basic and high schools, kindergarten 
schools, polytechnics, technical educational 
centres, Blind Boys’ Academy, computer training 
centres, coaching centres, and nursing training 
schools. Apart from India, there are about 40 
educational institutions in Bangladesh, Fiji, Sri 
Lanka, Singapore, and the island of Mauritius, 
which include Mission-run colleges, schools, 
and dormitories. 

14 large hospitals, 113 dispensaries, and 69 mo- 
bile medical units run by Ramakrishna Math and 
Ramakrishna Mission jointly across the country 
provide medical services primarily to the rural 
poor class on a regular basis. In addition, thou- 
sands of eye camps and general medical camps 
are organised every year. Under the auspices of 
the Mission, there are 3 old age homes, 7 nursing 
education centres, 2 postgraduate and research 
institutes in medical sciences, and 2 para-medical 
education centres. 

Ramakrishna Math and Mission continues 
to play a leading role in providing relief and 
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rehabilitation services to people affected by 
natural disasters such as floods, droughts, storms, 
famines, tsunamis, earthquakes, epidemics, and 
man-made disasters such as communal riots, 
looting, and arson. Depending on the situation, 
dry or cooked food, drinking water, clothes, 
blankets, essential medicines, tripal (waterproof 
plastic sheet) for covering, and the like are dis- 
tributed to the victims. 

The development of villages and tribal areas is 
mainly done through the branch centres located 
in the rural areas or the tribal areas. Apart from 
this, some branch centres often take up special 
projects for rural or tribal development. Various 
developmental works are carried out among the 
villagers and tribals including health awareness 
and health examination, primary education, 
vocational education, soil testing and training in 
advanced farming methods, animal husbandry, 
fisheries, rural industries, and the like. 

The Ramakrishna Math and Mission centres 
undertake various projects for the welfare of 
women, children, and youth. There are higher- 
secondary and secondary schools for girls and 
7 nursing training centres for the expansion 
of women’s education. Vocational education 
centres and various self-help groups are formed 
to help women become financially self-sufficient. 

Many branches of the Ramakrishna Math 
and Mission have been imparting values educa- 
tion to adolescent boys and girls through various 
organisations such as ‘Balaka Sangha (Children 
Wing) and ‘Yuvaka Sangha’ (Youth Wing). 

Some Mission centres also undertook refor- 
mation work for the inmates of various correc- 
tional homes, particularly in West Bengal. 

Ramakrishna Mission has also several publica- 
tion divisions, publishing hundreds of works of 
literature on Sri Ramakrishna, Holy Mother, and 
Swamiji and other religious books and scriptures 
along with monthly journals in various languages. 
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Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion are the twin organisations with the head- 
quarters at Belur Math, where Ramakrishna 
Math centres are primarily engaged in spiritu- 
ality and Indian culture, although some are over- 
lapping in philanthropic works depending on 
area and situation. During her lifetime, Holy 
Mother Sri Sarada Devi was the main driving 
power of the Ramakrishna Movement. 

These are some of the salient points in a nut- 
shell of the voluminous public welfare works 
conducted by the Ramakrishna Mission. 

Belur Math was Swamiji’s dream. He said that 
this monastery was established with the idea of 
one’s liberation and the welfare of the whole world, 
following the method of Sri Ramakrishna. All the 
centres of Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna 
Mission are the centres of learning—imparting 
both secular and spiritual knowledge—and trans- 
forming humanity into divinity, following the dic- 
tum ‘Siva jidne jiva seva; service to humankind 
as service to God’. Thus serving God in human 
beings with the ideal of ‘Atmano moksartham 
jagaddhitaya ca; for one’s liberation and the wel- 
fare of the whole world’ as taught by Swamiji, one 
is sure to realise the supreme goal of human life. 

Swamiji’s dream was not just an imagination, 
it was his direct vision. Before leaving the mor- 
tal world, Swamiji said: “The spiritual energy 
that has accumulated in this Belur monastery 
will continue to work for one and a half thou- 
sand years. In time, it will become a huge uni- 
versity. Don’t think that this is my imagination, 
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I can see it first-hand, OS 
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Ramakrishna Mission: 
Its Ideals and Practices 


Swami Suvirananda 


HE STORY OF THE Ramakrishna Mission 
began with the advent of Sri Ramakrishna 
Paramahamsa who is widely regarded as the 

Avatara of this era. After intense spiritual prac- 
tices at the Dakshineshwar temple garden, Sri 
Ramakrishna propounded a message for this age 
which aimed at the revival of the ancient spiritual 
teachings contained in the Vedas, but presented 
in a way conducive to the needs of modern times. 
He organised a group of young disciples and en- 
couraged them to form a monastic order and 
through them, his message was broadcast far and 
wide, not only in India but also in America and 
Europe, within a few years of his death. Along- 
side, he also trained a group of dedicated house- 
holder disciples to live their lives according to the 
spiritual principles set by him and thereby encour- 
age others towards the same. Thus, the spiritual 
power generated by the ‘Avatara-Varistha’ —the 
foremost of the incarnations, started to be trans- 
mitted to every corner of the world and within 
no time brought positive changes in the society. 
A few years after Sri Ramakrishna’s maha- 
samadhi (giving up of mortal coil), Swami 
Vivekananda set out on pilgrimage as a mendi- 
cant monk to gain spiritual succour and experi- 
ence the religious splendour of his motherland. 
During these itinerant days, he experienced 
first-hand the poor and lamentable condition of 
his fellow countrymen. He realised the simple 


Swami Suvirananda is the General Secretary of the 
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truth that it was the neglect of the masses and 
the womenfolk that was the main reason for In- 
dia’s degeneration. He made it his life’s mission to 
spread the invigorating message of Vedanta not 
only in India but also in the privileged West and 
in return, bring help to rejuvenate his motherland. 

After reaching the United States, Swamiji 
observed the enormous power of the organisa- 
tion that lay behind American life. Once he told 
his host, Emily Lyon of Chicago: “You know, I 
have had one of the greatest temptations of my 
life here. It is organisation. Shortly after his tri- 
umphal return from the West, Swamiji felt the 
need of forming an association which would 
preserve the legacy of Sri Ramakrishna and 
also would function efficiently towards serving 
various strata of the society in achieving spiritual 
and secular excellence. 

To give a concrete shape to Sri Ramakrishna’s 
teachings on practical Vedanta, Swami Viveka- 
nanda formed the Ramakrishna Mission Associ- 
ation on Saturday, 1 May 1897. He stated: 

From my travels in various countries, I have 

come to the conclusion that without organi- 

sation nothing great and permanent can be 
done. ... This Association will bear the name 
of him in whose name we have become Sann- 
yasins; him, taking whom as your ideal you are 
leading the householder’s life in the field of ac- 
tivity—this Samsara [this world]; him whose 
holy name, and the influence of whose unique 
life and teachings, have within twelve years of 


his demise spread in such an unthought-of way 
both in the East and the West. Let this Sangha 
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[organisation] therefore be named the Rama- 
krishna Mission. We are but the servants of the 
Master. May you all help in this work!" 

He declared: “This Association [Sangha] shall 
be known as the Ramakrishna Mission. The aim 
of the Sangha is to preach those truths which 
Sri Ramakrishna has, for the good of humanity, 
preached and demonstrated by practical applica- 
tion in his own life, and to help others to put these 
truths into practice in their lives for their tem- 
poral, mental, and spiritual advancement’ (ibid.). 

This is how on 1st May 1897, Swami Vive- 
kananda’s dream, his Master’s vision and mis- 
sion saw the light of the day. In this connection, 
one may note that although the Ramakrishna 
Mission Association was formed on 1 May 1897, 
it became a legal entity in 1909 when it was 
officially registered. 

The Memorandum of Association of the 
Ramakrishna Mission which was registered 
on 4th May 1909 mentions in clause 2(a): “To 
impart and promote the study of the Vedanta 
and its principles as propounded by Sri Rama- 
krishna and practically illustrated by his own 
life and of Comparative Theology in its widest 
form. Swami Vivekananda could visualise that 
the Ramakrishna Mission based on the deep 
spiritual foundation of purity, sacrifice, ser- 
vice, universality, and non-sectarian approach, 
would lead through the vicissitudes of history 
and emerge as a model for others to imitate. 

The ideology of the Ramakrishna Movement 
can thus be summed up as: (1) Work is worship, 
(2) Divinity of soul, (3) Harmony, (4) Suprem- 
acy of the Vedas, (5) Unity of God, (6) Synthe- 
sis of four Yogas, and (7) God-realisation—the 
ultimate goal. 

The ideals of an organisation presuppose two 
important aspects: ‘Mission’ and ‘Vision’. Our 
‘Mission’ is ‘Atmano moksartham jagat hitaya ca 
(for one’s own salvation and for the welfare of 
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the world) and our ‘Vision’ is “Rejuvenation of 
India’ It includes: 

(i) Meeting of the East and the West 
ii) Harmony at all levels 
iii) Meeting of science and religion 
iv) Promoting scientific temper 


vi) Upliftment of women 


( 
( 
( 
(v) Upliftment of the masses 
(vi 
(vii) Tolerance and acceptance of all religions 
(viii) Vedantic socialism 

(ix) Serving God in and through men and 
women 

(x) God-realisation is the only and supreme 
goal of life 

For the monks of the Ramakrishna Order, Sri 
Ramakrishna is the highest ideal. Swami Viveka- 
nanda described Sri Ramakrishna as “LOVE per- 
sonified. Love that radiated from Sri Ramakrishna 
still flows in and through the Ramakrishna Order. 

Since we run missionary activities, we have 
to interact and transact with many people, in- 
cluding corporate bodies, Government officials, 
politicians, and so on. One can very well imagine 
how difficult it is to be in the world and not to be 
of the world—to be in fire and not to be burnt 
by it. As such, one can very well judge for him- 
self how great are the difficulties walking along 
the edge ofa sharp and narrow razor. The Katha 
Upanishad says: 

FET IT fate RAAT SM TARA aah | 

The wise ones describe that path to be as 

impassable as a razor’s edge, which, when 

sharpened, is difficult to tread on. 

Here, we may quote Christopher Isherwood 
who wrote in the foreword of the book History of 
the Ramakrishna Math and Mission: “The Rama- 
krishna Movement is unique because its Founder 
was unique. Even those who do not wish to be- 
lieve that Sri Ramakrishna was a Son of God, 
like Jesus of Nazareth, must surely admit that 
he is incomparably the greatest spiritual leader 
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produced by mankind in the past two centuries. 
(This claim is almost absurdly modest!) And 
who, in the world’s recent history, can stand be- 
side Ramakrishna’s disciples, Vivekananda and 
Brahmananda?” He again wrote: ‘When a re- 
ligious movement claims the right to stand out- 
side politics, it may earn unpopularity for itself 
in time of crisis; but this unpopularity will turn 
into respect, later. ... If the Ramakrishna Move- 
ment had consisted only of contemplatives, lead- 
ing lives of meditation in retirement from the 
world, its abstention from politics would not 
have been so difficult.” 

To sum up, the ideals of the Ramakrishna 
Movement are two-fold: (1) Renunciation, and 
(2) Service. Now, the question arises: Renun- 
ciation of what objects or which elements? Sri 
Ramakrishna has beautifully explained: Renun- 
ciation is to say ‘No’ to sensual pleasure; a strong 
and determined denial of lust and gold. Someone 
may argue—is it really possible? A true renunci- 
ate will tell you an emphatic “Yes. The real root 
of all miseries is ‘I (and ‘Mine’). Sri Ramakrishna 
says: ‘Where will the “raw I” go?’ You have to di- 
vinise your vision. Swamiji says: “The only God I 
believe in is He whom the ignorant call “Man” 

One day in Dakshineshwar, Sri Ramakrishna, 
while expounding the basic tenets of Vaish- 
navism to his disciples said: “This religion enjoins 
upon its followers the practice of three things: 
relish for the name of God, compassion for all 
living creatures, and service to the Vaishnavas— 
the devotees of the Lord’ Hardly had he uttered 
these words when he merged into Samadhi. In 
a voice heavy with divine compassion, he said: 
‘Hey! Who are you to show compassion to fel- 
low living beings? You yourself are insignificant 
in this huge creation of God, and you think 
you are fit enough to show compassion! No, 
not compassion, but service! Serve the beings, 
as you serve the Divine (Siva jiane jiva seva)Y 
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This incident put a deep impression on the mind 
of young Narendra (the future Vivekananda). 
Coming out of the room, he told the famous 
playwright Sri Girish Chandra Ghosh—‘GC 
(that is how he used to address Girish), what a 
strange light have I discovered in those wonder- 
ful words of the Master! How beautifully has he 
reconciled the ideal of Bhakti (devotion) with 
the knowledge of the Vedanta (non-dualism). 
... If it be the will of the Lord, the day will soon 
come when I shall proclaim this grand truth be- 
fore the world at large’ And that is called ‘Seva 
Yoga’ or Practical Vedanta. This is the gospel of 
service preached by Sri Ramakrishna and illus- 
trated by his chief disciple Swami Vivekananda. 
Thus, the highest form of religion is to apply 
ourselves towards selfless service of the suffer- 
ing millions, the “Daridra Narayanas, the ‘Rogi 
Narayanas, in a sense of worship. This service 
may be done not only by means of providing ma- 
terial and pecuniary comfort, but more import- 
antly by bringing the light of education and the 
gift of health right to the doorsteps of the needy, 
thus helping them in standing on their own feet. 
Swamiji famously declared: ‘I do not care for a 
God who cannot wipe the widow’s tears and pro- 
vide food to the hungry orphans.’ Sitting at the 
feet of his Master Sri Ramakrishna, he had learnt 
that religion is of no avail for an empty stomach; 
and unselfish service to humanity is verily the 
highest service of God, the highest religion. 
Swami Vivekananda explicated this doc- 
trine into a new philosophy of service, which he 
named Seva Yoga. He expounded that if service 
is rendered with the correct attitude, selflessly 
and with humility, then it becomes an effica- 
cious and successful path to God-realisation. It 
is with this idea in view that he envisaged the 
great ideal of ‘Atmano moksartham jagat hitaya 
ca; for one’s own liberation and for the welfare of 
the world’ and placed it before the newly formed 
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organisation as its motto. For this very reason, 
it is improper to term the Ramakrishna Mission 
as a ‘social-service organisation, because while 
performing any service under its banner, every 
person is mindful that he is not merely perform- 
ing an act of social service, but is indeed serving 
God in the form of the hungry, the illiterate, and 
the depressed; and in turn deifying his life with 
the highest blessing. Swami Vivekananda writes: 


From highest Brahman to the yonder worm. 
And to the very minutest atom, 

Everywhere is the same God, the All-Love; 
Friend, offer mind, soul, body, at their feet. 
These are His manifold forms before thee, 
Rejecting them, where seekest thou for God? 
Who loves all beings, without distinction, 
He indeed is worshipping best his God.* 


The services of Ramakrishna Mission, along 
with its twin organisation Ramakrishna Math, 
are extended to 23 countries outside India. Activ- 
ities are conducted through 310 branch centres 
and sub-centres of which 213 are in India and 97 
are in foreign countries. 

Now, another question comes up: Is there 
any difference between Ramakrishna Math and 
Ramakrishna Mission? How to correlate these 
two? In this connection, let us hear what Swami 
Shivanandaji Maharaj (Mahapurush Maharaj) 
said: “The present division of the activities of 
the Ramakrishna Order into those of the Rama- 
krishna Mission and the Ramakrishna Math, 
which may give rise to a little confusion, is a 
purely technical one. It is generally believed that 
the Math is, as it were, a place for meditation 
and study alone; whereas philanthropic works 
have been relegated to the scope of the Mission 
proper. Though in practice it has become so in 
some cases, it is necessary to clear up any con- 
fusion that may exist in this respect. ... Math, 
conceived by Swamiji, includes everything, 
work as well as worship, social service as well as 
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meditation and study. He wanted to incorporate 
with the Belur Math a full-fledged university, 
including in its curriculum the study of religion 
and philosophy, as well as that of technology: 

After some time, Swami Shivanandaji said: 
‘On legal grounds alone a formal distinction 
has been made between the Math and the Mis- 
sion... [But] all the members of the Ramakrishna 
Order, whatever may be their sphere of work for 
the time being, belong in essence to the Rama- 
krishna Math, conceived by Swamiji. Any at- 
tempt to make a cleavage between the existing 
Math and Mission works is distinctly against 
the ideal of Swamiji and therefore stands self- 
condemned. Any attempt to find a distinction 
between the ideals of the Math and the Mission 
is unholy and dangerous. 

Thus far about the ideas and ideals. Now we 
shall dwell on its practices. 

With what attitude should one work? Sri 
Ramakrishna answers: ‘It is God alone that a 
man serves—God who dwells in all beings; and 
when he serves God he is really doing well to 
himself and not to others. Ifa man thus serves 
God through all beings; if he does not seek any 
return from those he serves; if he can carry on 
his work in a spirit of service, then he performs 
a truly selfless work. 

Sri Ramakrishna’s realisation of the oneness 
of Brahman and Shakti led him to ask: “Does 
God exist only when the eyes are closed and 
cease to exist when the eyes are opened? Where 
will you go leaving this World? Does not God 
exist everywhere?’ These teachings remove all 
the distinctions between the sacred and secular 
and convert every activity of the aspirant into a 
spiritual practice. 

Although Sri Ramakrishna says that the devo- 
tional path is the most suited for this age, he does 
not reject any spiritual approach. All aspirants are 
going towards the same goal. While his statement 
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that all the Yogas finally lead to the same goal 
forms one aspect of the synthesis, the other as- 
pect is his advice to follow all four Yogas simul- 
taneously. When ‘M’ (the recorder of The Gospel 
of Sri Ramakrishna) asks : ‘How may we fix our 
mind on God?) Thakur gives the following reply: 

(a) “Repeat God’s name and sing His glo- 
ries —a practice of Bhakti Yoga. 

(b) ‘Go into solitude and practice meditation 
on God’—a practice of Raja Yoga. 

(c) ‘Always discriminate between the Real 
and the unreal’—a practice of Jnana Yoga. 

(d) ‘Do all your duties but keep the mind on 
God’—a practice of Karma Yoga. 

Thus even in his advice to householders, 
the Master has effected synthesis of all the four 
Yogas in a simple way. 

Swamiji looked upon Sri Ramakrishna as the 
perfect embodiment of the synthesis of the four 
Yogas. He said: “Such a unique personality, such 
a synthesis of the utmost of Jnana, Yoga (Raja), 
Bhakti and Karma, has never before appeared 
among mankind.” 

Mr Floyd H Ross, Professor of World Reli- 
gions, University of South California, USA, in his 
thoughtful article on “Vedanta and the West’ writes: 

One of the most vital contemporary religious 

and educational movements in India today is 

the Ramakrishna Movement. Under the leader- 
ship of men trained in the spirit of Ramakrishna 
and Vivekananda, the Ramakrishna Centres are 
living examples of how the timeless truths of the 
past have value when they are continuously re- 
lived and reinterpreted in the present. ... These 

Ramakrishna Centres in the West are playing 

their own part quietly in helping to prepare the 

way for the united pilgrimage of mankind to- 
wards self-understanding and peace. 

The great legacy of Sri Ramakrishna to the 
modern world is his teaching of the Harmony 
of Religions. Swami Vivekananda preached this 
message of his Master to the whole world from 
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the pulpit of the World’s Parliament of Reli- 
gions, Chicago. 

To my mind, Rabindranath Tagore’s is the 
greatest of tributes ever paid to Sri Rama- 
krishna. He said in the poem ‘To the Paramhansa 
Ramakrishna Deva: 


Diverse courses of worship from varied springs of 


fulfilment 


Have mingled in your meditation. 

The manifold revelation of the joy of the Infinite 

Has given form to a shrine of unity in your life, 

Wherefrom far and near arrive salutations, to 

which Ijoin my own. 

The small initiative which started in obscurity 
on 1 May 1897, by a handful of penniless monks 
and enthusiastic householders has grown into a 
worldwide spiritual movement, which has carved 
its unique niche on the world stage; under the 
shade of which millions of people have found 
solace and safe shelter. Most interestingly, for 125 
years of its existence, the Ramakrishna Mission has 
held strongly to the ideas and ideals on the basis 
of which it was originally formed and has been 
putting into practice what it does best—manifest 
the potential divinity of humans by the process of 
equating selfless service to divine worship, that is, 
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‘Service to human is service to God. OSs 
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Ramakrishna Sangha— 
A Rare Spiritual Phenomenon 


Swami Shuddhidananda 


AMAKRISHNA MISSION is celebrating its 
Re anniversary. It is one of the twin in- 
stitutions of the Ramakrishna Sangha (or 
Ramakrishna Order). The other institution is the 
Ramakrishna Math. Both Ramakrishna Math 
and Ramakrishna Mission, along with the group 
of nuns and lay devotees, who have subscribed 
to the Ramakrishna Bhavadhara or ‘Sti Ramak- 
rishna’s view and way of life} together form the 
‘Ramakrishna Sangha. This Sangha is unique—a 


rare spiritual phenomenon of the modern times. 


What Makes This Sangha 
Rare and Unique? 


Sri Ramakrishna was the embodiment of the Vedas. 
He was Vedamurti. Sri Ramakrishna is the other 
name for the Vedic spiritual consciousness, and the 
Vedic view and way of life. His advent marks the 
revival of the eternal Vedic wisdom. With him has 
expedited the process of taking India back to her 
Vedic roots, which was 1,200 years ago initiated 
by Sri Shankaracharya. Unlike other spiritual in- 
stitutions under the Vedic fold, which are great in 
themselves and important too, and which upholda 
particular view or stance of the Vedas, Ramakrishna 
Bhavadhara ox ‘Sti Ramakrishna’s view and way of 
life’ encompasses the entire gamut of Vedic wisdom. 

Like Sri Shankaracharya’, it gives place to all 
the views and stances of the Vedas, that is, all the 
forms of worship, all the ways and methods to seek 


Swami Shuddhidananda is the Adhyaksha of the 
Advaita Ashrama, Mayavati, with its publication 
branch centre in Kolkata. 
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the ultimate Reality, and it caters to the needs of 
persons living at all levels of evolution, even the 
so-called those immersed in the world and busy 
in worldly pursuits. We need to remember that the 
original Vedic vision and way of life were meant for 
the entire human race and not only for the spiritual 
aspirants. It includes both karma-kanda as well 
as jnana- kinda. Karma- kanda (which includes 
upasana or meditation as well) is the method of 
gradually spiritualising the so-called secular and 
mundane activities of human beings. It is the way 
of transforming a brute being into a human being. 
Jnana- kanda refers to the human being’s focussed 
pursuit of the higher Spiritual Consciousness, 
which culminates in the experience of the Atman, 
the Advaitic Truth. Both together cover the whole 
ground of human life and existence. This is the 
real meaning and purpose of Hindu Dharma, vast 
as the sky and deep as the ocean. As stated be- 
fore, the process of taking India back to its Vedic 
roots was started by Sri Shankaracharya. It is now 
being carried forward by Ramakrishna Sangha. 
Ramakrishna Sangha is the latest blossom of the 
eternal Vedic Hindu Dharma, born to spread the 
fragrance of universal well-being for one and all. 
One more point makes this Sangha unique. It 
translates the Advaitic vision into selfless action 
done in the spirit of worship. This action is meant 
for the well-being ofall. Activity in Ramakrishna 
Sangha can be summed up as ‘Brahman in action 
for the sake of Brahman’. It is only a fortunate few 
who get associated with this loftiest vision of life 
and action. For the generality of people, steeped 
in narrowness and selfishness, it is difficult to bea 
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part of this Sangha. This is because, to be a part of 
this Sangha means to shed all selfishness and com- 
pletely abandon oneself in the Supreme Reality. 
Such a thing is rare and difficult indeed. 


Three Things Difficult to Obtain 
Bhagavan Sri Shankaracharya says: 


gen TIAA TAA | 

Asad Wael AaTrqgerasa: 7 

Birth in a human body, desire for liberation, 
and guidance of a Guru are difficult to obtain, 


and if one has these three, it is owing to the 
grace of [svara (Isvara-anugraha). 


Similarly, we can say that: 


soul aS ~ ~ | 
THPS-GaA-Aa Il 


Ramakrishna-bhakti or ‘devotion to Sri 
Ramakrishna, Ramakrishna-sangha-pravesa or 
‘finding entry into Ramakrishna Sangha, and 
Ramakrishna-sanghatma-bhava or ‘complete 
identification with the Sangha, its ideology and 
activities, are durlabham, extremely difficult to 
obtain. If one has these three, it is devanugraha 
hetukam or obtained by the grace of [svara. 

One may ask: how many people in this world, 
out of the seven-and-half billion, have devotion for 
Sri Ramakrishna? They can be counted on fingers. 
Out of this rare group, how many have been fortu- 
nate to find entry into the Ramakrishna Sangha, 
formally and informally? Still a smaller num- 
ber. And finally, out of this small number, how 
many have become completely identified with the 
Sangha and its ideology and activities? Very few. 
This speaks volumes about the rarity and difficulty 
of getting associated with this rare spiritual phe- 
nomenon called the Ramakrishna Sangha, which 
encapsulates within itself the loftiest vision of life 
and existence. It is not easy. It is rare and difficult. 
It is [Xvara’s grace alone which makes this possible. 
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One needs to be cautioned here that ‘Rama- 
krishna-bhakt? or ‘devotion to Sri Ramakrishna’ 
means ‘devotion to the Vedic view of human being 
and the Ultimate Reality, and the numerous ways 
to progress in that direction’ It does not refer to 
the narrow view of Sri Ramakrishna as ‘a person; 
though such a view may be useful for many in 
the beginning. Sri Ramakrishna is ‘the Universal 
Principle. He is the purana-purusa, the ‘Prim- 
ordial Being} the zattva, the “Supreme Reality’ 
Brahman. Referring to Swami Vivekananda’s 
view of Sri Ramakrishna, The Life of Swami 
Vivekananda says: ‘It was the Swami, among all 
the disciples of Sri Ramakrishna, who saw in the 
Master not a person only, but a principle.” And 
Advaita Ashrama was Swami Vivekananda dream 
creation, where it is the ‘Principle’ that is adored 
and sought, and not the person. 

Thus, devotion for Sri Ramakrishna is diff- 
cult to obtain; to find entry into Ramakrishna 
Sangha is still more difficult; and even more dif- 
ficult than that is to have complete identifica- 
tion with the Sangha, its ideology and activities. 
Every succeeding item is more difficult to obtain 
than the preceding ones. If one has all three, it is 
only owing to [svara’s grace (Isvara-anugraha). 

Blessed indeed are those who have obtained all 
these three. In the last 125 years of Ramakrishna 
Mission’s glorious existence, a few thousand 
monks, blessed with these rarest treasures which 
are difficult to obtain, dedicated their lives for their 
own spiritual enlightenment and for the good 
of the entire world, reflecting the original Vedic 
vision of total human welfare. While we celebrate 
the Mission's 125th anniversary, we devotedly pay 
our obeisance to all of them. OM TAT SAT. o& 
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An Imaginary Interview with Ramakrishna 


Swami Chetanananda 


eporter: Sir, I went to Belur Math on rst 
May to cover the news of the 125th an- 
niversary meeting of the Ramakrishna 
Mission. There was a well-decorated stage and 
Revered President Maharaj, General Secretary 
Maharaj, and other important swamis gave won- 
derful lectures on the aim and activities of the 
Ramakrishna Mission. Then I bought a copy 
of Ramakrishna Mission Adhibeshaner Itivritta 
(History of the sessions of Ramakrishna Mission 
in Bengali). Iam a little confused after listening 
to the lectures of the different swamis, because 
they each said something different. If you would, 
kindly explain your ‘mission’ to me so that I can 
inform my readers. 

Ramakrishna: You want to know 4-mar 
(my) mission. Very well. I have a little problem 
regarding the word a-mar. I erased the letter 
4 from a4-mar. So everything has become mar, 
meaning Mother's. In fact, it is hard for me to use 
‘T; because I erased my ego forever. So to indicate 
myself, I use ‘here’ ‘this place; and so on. Romain 
Rolland, a French Nobel laureate, wrote in my 
biography: ‘Ramakrishna’s “I” died forever’ He 
is right. You see, ‘I’ and ‘my’ are the warp and 
woof of Maya. I eradicated those two from my 
life and thus I became illumined. So I tell de- 
votees: ‘All trouble and botheration come to an 
end when the “I” dies. 

Reporter: Sir, this kind of high spiritual stuff 


does not enter my brain. I make my living writing 


Swami Chetanananda is the minister-in-charge of 
the Vedanta Society of St. Louis, USA. 
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exciting sensational stories in the newspaper. 


Please tell me your mission in simple language. 
Ramakrishna: I see you put me in a fix. 
Anyhow, if you combine whatever you have 
heard from the different monks on May 1, that 
is my mission. 
Reporter: Sir, only you know your mission. 
I am not belittling those monks. They lectured 
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from their own understanding and experience, 
and after studying books about you. I remem- 
ber what my college professor taught me: Only 
Sri Shankaracharya knows his own philosophy; 
others only interpret his commentary according 
to their intellectual acumen. 

Ramakrishna: Look reporter, let me open 
my heart to you: I have studied human life in 
detail. I have never read books on philosophy 
or psychology or any other books. I opened a 
spiritual lab in the Dakshineswar temple garden 
and began my spiritual adventure. I found that 
three desires have bound human beings: desire 
for name and fame, progeny or sex, and money. 
I transcended those three desires and had the 
vision of the Divine Mother. Then many gurus 
came to Dakshineswar and taught me various 
spiritual disciplines. Thus I passed twenty-four 
years. Finally, the Divine Mother made me an 
instrument and began to teach people through 
me. Truly I have no mission—it is all the Divine 
Mother's mission. 

Reporter: Your devotees have told me that 
you are so identified with the Divine Mother 
that your wish and Her wish have become one. 
Your disciple Swami Saradananda wrote your 
biography (Ramakrishna Lilaprasanga; Sri 
Ramakrishna and His Divine Play in English) 
and M. recorded your teachings (Ramakrishna 
Kathamrita; The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna in 
English). I honestly want to know the main 
focus of your divine life and message. That would 
be your mission to us. 

Ramakrishna: Look reporter, I practised 
and experimented with spiritual sadhana for 
many, many years in the Dakshineswar temple 
garden on the bank of the Ganges and realised 
the infinite, limitless, immutable Brahman. This 
experience of unity in diversity made me under- 
stand that there are many paths, many views, 
and many ideas. People in this world are seeking 
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eternal peace, freedom, and bliss, which cannot 
be bought in any market. Permanent happiness 
cannot be attained in this finite world; it exists 
in the Infinite God. That is why I said again 
and again: “The goal of human life is to realise 
God. Please write down that sentence. This is 
my number one mission. My mission is to direct 
the minds of people, who are suffering in various 
ways, to God. 

Reporter: One hundred twenty-five years 
ago, your main disciple, Vivekananda, estab- 
lished Ramakrishna Mission on May 1, 1897, 
in Kolkata. In Ramakrishna Mission Adhibesh- 
ner Itivritta, he explained your mission: “This 
Association [Sangha] shall be known as the 
Ramakrishna Mission. The aim of the Sangha 
is to preach those truths which Sri Ramakrishna 
has, for the good of humanity, preached and 
demonstrated by practical application in his own 
life, and to help others put these truths into prac- 
tice in their lives for their temporal, mental, and 
spiritual advancement. 

Sir, Buddhist monks and Christian mission- 
aries also work ‘for the good of many and for the 
welfare of all—bahujana hitaya and bahujana 
sukhaya. What is the difference between their 
mission and yours?’ 

Ramakrishna: Oh, you want to know the 
difference? Firstly, Buddhism and Christianity 
are missionary religions. They convert people 
through philanthropy and by offering their ser- 
vice. However, some religions use force to con- 
vert people. Look, religion and love cannot be 
forced. You cannot demand love from a person 
by putting a gun on his or her chest. Nonethe- 
less, the seva-dharma (service) of Buddhism and 
Christianity is based on compassion. 

My method is different. After practising 
different religions, I experienced the truth: As 
many faiths, so many paths. You see, religions 
are paths—they are not God. When you realise 
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God, you cannot do any harm to anybody. Never 
fight with or kill others in the name of religion. 
Follow your own path. 

Secondly, Christians consider human beings 
to be born sinners. When Buddhism began, it 
had no god. After Buddha’s death, his followers 
made him a god. The Buddhists say: Be good and 
do good. Suppose I do good to you: You will get 
the result. What have I achieved? The answer 
is in Advaita Vedanta. When a person serves 
human beings as God, his or her atma-buddhi 
(god-consciousness) awakens. The same Atman 
dwells in all beings. So when serving others, one 
gets the benefit. Service to others exists more or 
less in all religions. 

I remember a discussion in 1884. I was in my 
room at Dakshineswar and the devotees were 
discussing the Vaishnava sadhana. In that con- 
nection, Chaitanya had said: ‘Jive daya name 
ruchi vaishnav sevan, Tha vina dharma nai shuna 
Sandatan. (Listen, O Sanatan, there is no other 
dharma than practising compassion for all liv- 
ing beings, love of God’s name, and service to 
devotees.)’ This expression of ‘compassion for 
all beings’ did not appeal to me. In an ecstatic 
mood, I said: “Compassion for all beings? How 
foolish to speak of compassion! Human beings 
are as insignificant as worms crawling on the 
earth—and they are to show compassion to 
others? That is absurd. It must not be compas- 
sion, but service to all. Recognise all as mani- 
festations of God and serve them as such (Siva 

jnane jiva seva). 

Narendra later formulated his Practical Ved- 
anta based on this philosophy and introduced it 
in the Ramakrishna Mission. 

Reporter: Sir, I have not studied Vedanta. 
I heard that it is a dry and difficult philosophy. 
To understand Vedanta, one needs knowledge 
of Nyaya, Vaishesika, Samkhya, Yoga, Bauddha, 
and Charvaka philosophies. I have no time for 
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this. Please briefly explain to me the mystery of 
Siva jnane jiva seva—serve human beings as god. 
I shall convey that to my readers. 

Ramakrishna: Listen, I have not read those 
‘phalajofies (philosophies) either. I realised the 
quintessence of Vedanta through sadhana—and 
that is the experience of oneness. I have seen 
God dwelling in every human being, and that 
convinced me that human beings are living 
gods. Service to human beings is service to God. 
Based on my vision and experience, Narendra 
introduced the seva-dharma into the Rama- 
krishna Mission. 

Listen to a story: An elderly scholar who 
had studied six types of philosophy had a doubt 
about the activities of Ramakrishna monks. He 
thought: The monks take vows by performing 
viraja homa, where they renounce everything 
in this world, mid-region, and heaven (bhih, 
bhuvah, svah). How then can they be involved 
in social activities? Sannyasins should not per- 
form any karma, which is generated from desires. 

To get rid of this doubt, the pandit went to a 
wise senior monk of the Ramakrishna Mission, 
who was practising austerity in Hrishikesh. They 
discussed the core meaning of two mahdavakyas 
(the great Vedic dictums) of Vedanta: aham 
brahmasmi (1am Brahman) and tattvamasi (you 
are Brahman). Finally, they came to this conclu- 
sion: you and J are both the same Brahman. 

Then the monk said to the pandit: ‘If 1 am 
sick, shall I not be Brahman at that time? At that 
moment if you give me a glass of water and fan 
me—will that not be service to Brahman? Will 
you leave me thinking that you will be tied with 
the noose of karma serving a sick Brahman? Sri 
Ramakrishna taught us to serve human beings 
as God. His mahavakya is yatra jiva tatra Siva 
(where there is jiva there is Shiva)? 

This encounter changed the pandit’s life. He 
then took sannyasa from the president of the 
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Ramakrishna Order and lived in Varanasi for the 
rest of his life. This is a true story. 

Reporter: Thank you, sir, for your fascin- 
ating story. Your words are very convincing 
and powerful. That is the reason you are very 
popular. Let us return to the subject: Your dis- 
ciples are the receivers, carriers, and propagators 
of your mission. Their lives and activities indi- 
cate that your mission is multifaceted. Did they 
all preach your mission? 

Ramakrishna: Of course. At the outset, I 
told you that my ideas are infinite and my moods 
are also countless. My main disciple, Narendra 
(Vivekananda), spread my life and message all 
over the world and established the Ramakrishna 
Mission. Rakhal (Brahmananda) was a spiritual 
dynamo. He inspired and uplifted the minds 
of people to a higher spiritual realm. Shashi 
(Ramakrishnananda) demonstrated love and 
devotion to God through worship. Harinath 
(Turiyananda) inspired people through scrip- 
tural knowledge and austerity. Sharat (Sarada- 
nanda) was a great karmayogi. He showed 
how to maintain even-mindedness in all cir- 
cumstances and work for the Lord. Baburam 
(Premananda) made people devotees of God 
through love and service. Gangadhar (Akhan- 
dananda) began relief work during that terrible 
famine in Murshidabad and opened a new chap- 
ter of the Ramakrishna Mission. 

Look reporter, previously people believed 
that one could not preach God without a good 
education and knowledge of the scriptures. But 
my attendant Latu (Adbhutananda), who was 
one hundred per cent illiterate, was a miracle. 
People were overwhelmed when they heard the 
highest teachings of Vedanta from him. Kali 
(Abhedananda) read a lot of scriptures. He 
taught my life and message in the East and the 
West. My other disciples also carried out my mis- 
sion wholeheartedly. 
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Furthermore, 
Mahindar, or M., 
the headmaster | 
of Vidyasagar’s 
school, recorded 
my conversations 
in his diary. He | 
wrote Ramakrishna 
Kathamrita (The 
Gospel of Sri Rama- 
krishna in English) 


which has now 


been translated 

into many langua- 

ges. The actor and playwright Girish Ghosh 
wrote many dramas based on my ideas and acted 
on the stage. Dr Ramachandra Datta declared 
me to be an avatar and began to preach from the 
Minerva Theatre. 

I feel shy, reporter, to talk about my mission. 
People may consider me to be an egotistic person 
who is preaching about himself. 

Reporter: I am happy that you have de- 
scribed some facets of your mission. My read- 
ers know that you are a Paramahamsa who is 
beyond worldly matters and affairs. You have 
driven away name and fame by beating them 
back with a broom. 

I have another small question: In your mo- 
nastic order, we see so many institutions and 
activities, such as Seva Pratishthan, hospitals, 
schools, colleges, universities, publication 
departments, the Cultural Institute, the Insti- 
tute of Human Excellence, relief activities, wor- 
ship services and music in the temples, cottages 
set aside for austerity in the Himalayas, Vedanta 
societies in Western countries, and so on. Are 
they all your mission? 

Ramakrishna: Yes, all are within the Rama- 
krishna Mission. Reporter, in Varanasi you have 
seen two institutions side by side: Ramakrishna 
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Advaita Ashrama and Ramakrishna Mission 
Home of Service. In the first, monks and de- 
votees are conducting worship services and prac- 
tising japa and meditation; and in the second, 
monks are serving the sick and destitute with 
medicine and food. Both are my mission. 

Nowadays, many educated boys and girls are 
joining the Ramakrishna Mission and Rama- 
krishna-Sarada Mission. These intelligent boys 
and girls are endowed with renunciation and 
purity and are sacrificing themselves to fulfil 
my mission. Is this not wonderful news? They 
will uplift our society and country through 
their selfless service and bring peace and joy to 
people. When they take the vow of sannyasa, 
they will pledge themselves with this mantra: 
atmano moksartham jagat hitaya ca viraja 
homam aham karisye (1 am taking the vows 
of renunciation for my own liberation and for 
doing good to humanity). 

Reporter: Thank you, sir. Now I see that 
this beautiful and honest resolution is the basis 
of your mission. I disturbed you by asking all 
sorts of questions; please forgive me. My last 
question is very short: The Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion has spread across six continents in many 
centres, sub-centres, and unaffiliated centres 
over a period of 125 years. Could you tell me its 
future, in a few words? 

Ramakrishna: A group of individuals form 
a collective. The Ramakrishna Order is a sum 
total of hundreds of monks. Their love, alle- 
giance, and self-dedication towards the ideal are 
the moving power behind the Order. I get all the 
news about the Ramakrishna Mission. Recently 
a leader of an organisation commented that he 
should introduce the rules and regulations of 
the Ramakrishna Mission in his organisation so 
that it can run smoothly. However, the general 
secretary of the Ramakrishna Order said that 
the mission does not function well due to rules 
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and regulations; it runs smoothly because of the 
dedication of a group of people endowed with 
strong and ideal characters. 

Look, reporter, while I sit in the temple, I 
listen to the words and prayers of monks and 
devotees. The other day, a senior monk told 
the young brahmacharis: ‘Brothers, listen care- 
fully. First Ramakrishna and then his mission. 
Thakur himself said: “age isvar pare jagat— 
first God and then the world.” Hold on to the 
Ramakrishna pole as you move around; other- 
wise, your head will reel and you will fall on 
the ground. 

A young monk from the West asked a senior 
monk: ‘Maharaj, could you tell us the future of 
the Ramakrishna Mission?’ 

The wise monk replied: ‘Affluence brings deg- 
radation. You will be drowned in maya if you do 
not have renunciation and strict self-discipline. 
Remember: This Order belongs to Sri Rama- 
krishna. As Swami Vivekananda said, serving his 
mission, you are serving the Master. 

Thus the senior monks guide and caution the 
young monks so that they will be able to main- 
tain the tradition of the Order and not deviate 
from the ideal. 

Look, reporter, you are asking about the fu- 
ture of the Ramakrishna Mission. You know that 
what is supposed to happen, will happen—none 
can stop it. History does not move ina straight 
line. It moves through ups and downs like the 
waves of the ocean. It witnesses the rise and fall 
of many empires, organisations, and human 
beings. Recognition, comfort, wealth, honour, 
and satisfaction may slacken the struggle—but 
life itself is a struggle. As long as the monks con- 
tinue their struggle to accomplish the goal of 
the Ramakrishna Mission through renunciation, 
austerity, purity, and unselfishness, none can ob- 
struct its advancement. 

This is enough. Thank you. OS 
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OUNDLESS IS THE SEA of men and 
women who have receded from the shore 
of life into cold oblivion during countless 
ages gone by. Very few ever really lived; they lived 
by the unconscious forces of life and history. Yet 
two and a half millennia ago, a man died after 
having conquered both life and death. And the 
power of his life and teachings has continued 
to live and spread its ennobling light through- 
out the civilised world. That godlike man was 
Gautama, the Buddha. During his lifetime, his 
influence, though strong in the parts of North 
India that he visited, was more or less limited to 
those regions. But two centuries after Buddha's 
passing, Emperor Ashoka was converted to his 
doctrine, and it began to be proclaimed far and 
wide. Through the centuries, the light of Gau- 
tama Buddha’s love and wisdom spread through- 
out India, Sri Lanka, the Middle East and North 
Africa, Southeast Asia, China, Tibet, Korea, and 
Japan, and in recent times to Europe and the 
Americas. During those centuries of geograph- 
ical growth, it also underwent vast philosophical 
development and inspired magnificent cultural 
flowering all across Asia. 
Almost two thousand years ago another 
man died, after a short ministry of only three 
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years limited to a small part of the small coun- 
try called Israel. During those three years, thou- 
sands of people had heard him—both Jews and 
Gentiles—but his influence had been so neg- 
ligible that no one had come forward to pre- 
vent his crucifixion. Yet within three centuries, 
the power released by this man named Jesus 
conquered the almighty Roman empire. And 
through the following centuries, his message of 
love—love for God and love for man— inspired 
tremendous religious and cultural changes, en- 
nobling the lives of countless people as it spread 
through the world. 

Could the early Buddhists and Christians 
foresee the vast historical changes which were 
to spring from the lives and teachings of their re- 
spective founders? Hardly. These contributions 
time alone has revealed. Or perhaps we should 
say ‘is revealing, for the power released by Bud- 
dha has not exhausted itself yet, nor has that of 
Christ. Every year we see new studies made, new 
sects and organisations born, new converts won, 
and new works of art created—all inspired by 
the living power of these two men, millennia 
after their death. 

Knowing this, can we, a mere century after 
his leaving the body, hope to evaluate the unique 
contributions of Sri Ramakrishna? Before an- 
swering, a fruitful distinction will help clarify 
the question. The early Buddhists and Christians 
did see in their founders certain uniquenesses 
which set them apart. Buddha’s democratic spiri- 
tuality which spread the closely-guarded Upani- 


shadic truths among the masses and opened the 
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gates of nirvana to all castes, his freeing of the 
spirit of man from priestcraft and ceremonial 
complexities, his releasing of a current of selfless 
love which spread all over the world—these are 
some of his unique contributions which were 
obvious to even his early followers. And so with 
Christ; his supplanting of Jewish law with the 
all-sufficient law of love, his vicarious suffering 
for all men, his opening of the spiritual treasures 
of the Jew to the Gentile, his redeeming love 
for sinners and healing love for the diseased and 
downtrodden—all of these novel elements were 
obvious to the earliest Christians. 

Thus the distinction (which should not be 
taken in too absolute and exclusive a sense) is 
this: there are first of all the grand elements 
which stand out in bold relief from the very life- 
time of a World Teacher. Such elements are not 
essentially ‘things’ or ‘events’ but forces which 
are generated by the love—contact of his illu- 
mined heart with the dreary, mundane world of 
men and affairs, forces generated by the contra- 
diction between his vision of Reality and Free- 
dom, and humankind’s illusion and bondage. 
These forces remain constant, giving life, value, 
and uniqueness to a religion for ages. Thus, even 
today it is these factors—such as Buddha's demo- 
cratic spirituality and Christ’s vicarious suffer- 
ing—that give a broad definition to our various 
thoughts on Buddha and Buddhism, Christ and 
Christianity. Secondly, there are the innumer- 
able ‘visible’ contributions—doctrinal elabor- 
ations, organisational developments, social and 
cultural flowerings and the like—which appear 
with the passage of time, arising from the move- 
ment of these force currents through history. 

So when we seek to know what the unique 
contributions of Sri Ramakrishna were, we 
must first inquire into the nature of his spiritual 
outlook and its meaning for the world of men. 
From an understanding of that, we can begin 
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to glimpse some of his gifts to the world even 
at this early date, though time alone will reveal 
all the vast historical transformations which 
the forces released by his advent are destined 
to work. And in order to understand the sig- 
nificance of his spirituality, a knowledge of the 
historical and cultural setting into which he was 
born is essential. Each ‘Avatara’ (using the term 
in a very loose sense in order to include Buddha 
and Christ) is both a product of his times and 
the creator of a new age. He is born, as it were, 
at the very centre of time, gathering up the past 
and projecting the future. Christ, for instance, 
could not have been born anywhere but in Israel, 
at any other historical period. Both he and Bud- 
dha were products of their own racial past; but 
out of that heritage, they created a new, trans- 
racial age and culture. 

What, then, was the setting into which Sri 
Ramakrishna was born? 


The Historical Setting 


In modern times, the world has been united in 
an unprecedented way. So well has this been 
recognised that it is now considered a truism. 
But how true a truism is it? A little examination 
shows that modern technology has actually only 
‘annihilated distance’;’ it has not united the world 
in any more fundamental sense. In fact, this an- 
nihilation of distance has so far served mainly 
to accentuate the disharmony and conflict rag- 
ing among the various peoples of the world. It 
has not led to a just distribution of the world’s 
wealth, nor to a healthy dissemination of know- 
ledge; it has not created a ‘one-world’ sympathy 
or inter-cultural understanding or religious har- 
mony. Moreover, the new knowledge unleashed 
by science, though is the source of much good, 
has shattered the old myths and belief patterns of 
ancient cultures all over the world, disintegrating 
humanity’s spiritual and moral life. 
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An old picture of Sri Ramakrishna's house (birth place) at Kamarpukur, West Bengal 


What, therefore, is most desperately needed 
in the present age is nothing less than a re-cre- 
ation of the universe on the ideal plane which 
will exert a harmonising influence over the prac- 
tical life of human beings in the world. Of course, 
a utopia is out of the question. Individuals may 
attain the ideal, but not society itself: the world 
will always be the “dog’s curly tail’. But without 
the teleological pull of the world of ideals, the 
world of practical affairs (vyavahdra) disinte- 
grates into violent chaos and society no longer 
retains its justification for existence, which is to 
provide an environment conducive to evolving 
human being, the animal into a human being, 
the god. This re-creation of the universe at an 
ideal level, however, has already taken place. In 
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the nineteenth century, when Europe had only 
recently brought all parts of the world into con- 
tact, Sri Ramakrishna was born. The time was 
significant, and so was the place: only the assimi- 
lative genius of India, with her ancient heritage 
of spiritual experimentation, could produce the 
man who was to usher in the Age of Harmony. 


The Foundation of Harmony 


The basis of Sri Ramakrishna’s message of har- 
mony was his spiritual vision embracing God, 
human being, and the world. What was the na- 
ture of this vision? It was centred on his experi- 
ence of Advaita Vedanta, but Advaita with a new 
emphasis. Whereas orthodox Advaitins had for 


centuries stressed the unreality of the world, 
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sometimes even more than the divinity of human 
beings, Sri Ramakrishna emphasised the absolute 
truth of God, the divinity of human beings, and 
the reality of the world as an expression of God. 
This is expressed in his well-known equation: 
‘Nitya [the Absolute] and Lila [the relative] are 
the two aspects of one and the same Reality.” 

In traditional Advaita, the ultimate Reality 
is the unconditioned Brahman. Through the 
mysterious power of Maya, which cannot be de- 
scribed as either real or unreal, the Absolute ap- 
pears as the phenomenal world peopled by finite 
beings and ruled over by a Personal God. The 
world and its Personal God, however, have only a 
provisional reality, lasting as long as one is under 
the illusion of Maya; they are ultimately found 
to be unreal when transcended in the Absolute. 

Sri Ramakrishna accepted the impersonal 
Brahman of Advaita. But he also accepted the 
full reality of the Personal God. As he said, 
‘Brahman and Shakti are not different from each 
other’; the one is the other in a different state. 
He used various similes to express this oneness. 
It is, he said, like fire and its power to burn, milk 
and its whiteness, water and its wetness—one is 
implied in the other. Moreover, he accepted the 
reality of the world as an expression of this di- 
vine Shakti: the ocean of Sachchidananda [Sat- 
Chit-Ananda; Existence-Consciousness-Bliss 
Absolute] when still is the Nitya, and the same 
ocean in waves is the Li/a, but ‘water is water, 
whether it is still or moving’* 

Orthodox Advaita defines ‘Reality’ as that 
which is eternally the same, ever losing its na- 
ture; by this definition, Brahman is, of course, the 
only Reality. But Sri Ramakrishna says that the 
Lila, though temporal by nature, is not therefore 
unreal—it is real as a manifestation of Brahman. 
The earth, plants, animals, and men are all forms 
of the divine Shakti and hence are real. Yet it is ad- 
mittedly a relative reality that they possess: their 


72 


reality lies in their being expressions of Shakti, not 
independently. Therefore, Sri Ramakrishna says 
that the world is avastu (unsubstantial), God is 
the only vastu (reality), meaning that the world as 
we see it now is unsubstantial, for we see it with- 
out the Divine Mother. Shakti, then, is not an illu- 
sion; illusion consists in our vision of a universe of 
insentient matter, inhabited by innumerable more 
or less conscious beings which are separate and 
distinct both from one another and from God; 
illusion, in other words, is our ignorance of the 
fact that all this that we see is the Lila or play of 
Brahman itself. As Sri Ramakrishna says: 

The jfani gives up his identification with 
worldly things, discriminating ‘not this, not 
this. ... It is like reaching the roof of a house 
by leaving the steps behind, one by one. But 
the vijfani ... realises that the steps are made of 
the same materials as the roof: bricks, lime, and 
brick-dust. That which is realised intuitively 
as Brahman, through the eliminating process 
of ‘not this, not this, is then found to have be- 
come the universe and all its living beings. ... 
The vijfani further sees that what is Brahman 
is the Bhagavan, the Personal God.° 
This is true Advaita;® and this is what Sri 

Ramakrishna taught his guru Totapuri. As long 
as there is a second which is rejected as an illu- 
sion— as Totapuri rejected Maya and Her mani- 
festations—, there is still a subtle form of duality. 
In Sri Ramakrishna’s vijiana, even this duality 
is transcended, and the One and the many are 
seen to be the same Reality, without contradiction. 
Once Swami Vivekananda was asked by Sister 
Nivedita: ‘Did Buddha teach that the many was 
real and the ego unreal, while orthodox Hin- 
duism regards One as the real, and the many 
as unreal?’ He answered: “Yes, and what Rama- 
krishna Paramahamsa and I have added to this is, 
that the Many and the One are the same Reality, 
perceived by the same mind at different times 
and in different attitudes.” 
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In this realisation is implied a harmony bet- 
ween the Personal God and the Impersonal 
Absolute, and between God and the world, but 
a harmony fully alive to the intrinsic value of 
each part and aspect. An understanding of this 
is pivotal to understanding Sri Ramakrishna’s 
unique contributions. So let us examine this 
vision and see briefly how it relates to the differ- 
ent facets of one’s experience. 


Twofold Harmony of Religions 


Applied to religion, we get the harmony of reli- 
gions for which Sri Ramakrishna is mainly known 
in the world today. As we have seen, the Personal 
God in traditional Advaita is ultimately as unreal 
as the world He is associated with. Such a God is 
not capable of inspiring the whole-souled devo- 
tion which maddens the bhakta, devotee, and 
leads him to liberation. Sri Ramakrishna, how- 
ever, ascribes full reality to the Personal God and 
even says that vijiana or the highest knowledge 
is attained when one returns from the realisation 
of the Absolute to enjoy different relationships 
of love with God. Again, in his well-known illus- 
tration, he says that the ocean of Brahman is 
formless; but through the cooling influence of 
the devotee’s love, the formless takes form like ice 
in the sea, becoming the Personal God. When the 
sun of knowledge rises, however, the forms melt 
back into the formless Sachchidananda. But he 
goes on to say, there is a place in the ocean where 
the ice never melts, where the forms of God are 
eternal. This illustration will help us to under- 
stand his teachings on the harmony of religions, 
a harmony which is of two types—what we may 
call vertical harmony and horizontal harmony. 
Vertical harmony is the harmony of Dvaita, 
Visishtadvaita, and Advaita as stages of spiritual 
growth. Dualists and qualified non-dualists are 
understandably horrified by the non-dualistic 
conception of the Personal God, for it cuts the 
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ground right out from under the feet of devotion 
which is the very means of their liberation. But Sri 
Ramakrishna has established the reality of the Per- 
sonal God and has even taught that forms of God 
are true and eternal: they are the same reality as 
the ocean of Sachchidananda, only perceived ina 
different state of mind. So his harmony of Dvaita, 
Visishtadvaita, and Advaita does not mean that 
the first two are only temporarily useful illusions 
through which everyone should pass as quickly 
as possible in order to merge forever in nirvana. 
Yes, Dvaita and Visishtadvaita are the stages, but 
not therefore false; they are different readings of 
Reality. For the bhakia, the Advaitic experience 
is only the consummation of love; and even after- 
wards he may retain the ‘bhakta’s ego’ in order to 
enjoy the Lila of God. There is, in fact, a realm of 
eternal forms of God, and Sri Ramakrishna used 
to categorise his disciples as those belonging to 
the formless and those belonging to the realm of 
divine forms. Though Advaita is the last word in 
spirituality, it is no longer inimical to devotion but 
rather the support and fulfilment of devotion. 

Horizontal harmony refers to the equal vali- 
dity of each of the four yogas as paths to God; 
and in a wider sense, it means the validity of 
all religions as different ways to reach the same 
God. This is a subject which has been discussed 
in numerous books and essays, so here we need 
only touch on some important points. 

There are several types of religious harmony. 
There is syncretic harmony, in which all religions 
are united by ignoring differences, a harmony 
epitomised in the now common slogans: ‘all reli- 
gions are one, <all religions teach the same thing’ 
and the like. Then there is eclectic harmony, in 
which the ‘best’ parts of each religion are taken 
and combined into a new system. Sri Rama- 
krishna’s was neither of these. 

Such was his amazing singleness of mind 
that whenever he followed any path—whether 
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Tantra, one of the five Vaishnava bhavas, Advaita 
Vedanta, Islam, or Christianity—the mood of 
that particular path would completely possess 
his entire being, temporarily eclipsing all previ- 
ous moods. His dress, behaviour, mental orien- 
tation, and even his physical appearance would 
be changed in accordance with that mood. For 
instance, during his Islamic sadhana he forgot 
all the Hindu deities whom he had worshipped 
with unwavering devotion for so many years; 
he stopped going to the temples, began to say 
namaz five times a day, and even insisted on 
eating Mohammedan-style food. During his 
madhura-bhava, his physical appearance and 
mannerisms became so feminine that even 
Mathur Babu could not recognise him. 

From this it is evident that Sri Ramakrishna 
did not teach the sameness of religions: he fully 
respected the uniqueness of each path. What he 
taught was the oneness of God who is experienced 
through the different religions. “Truth is one: sages 
call It by various names, says the Rigveda. Yes, 
echoes Sri Ramakrishna, and each one of those 
names has its own distinct value; universality lies 
in the oneness of the Truth to which each unique 
name is applied. Thus, harmony is an experiential 

fact more than a logical deduction. This is not to say 

that the different religions are mutually exclusive 
and cannot learn from each other; it only means 
that each has its own unique individuality which 
should be respected; all growth, all learning and 
sharing have to be in tune with that individuality. 
Furthermore, it shows that each religion by itself, 
if followed sincerely and to its ultimate limits, re- 
sults in the vision of the one God of many faces. 

As suggested earlier, even in the final goal 
of human being, Sri Ramakrishna respected 
uniqueness while showing the underlying uni- 
versality. Though he taught that the same God is 
reached by different paths, he didn’t say that all 


paths end in the same amorphous homogeneity. 
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God reveals Himself to different persons in dif- 
ferent ways, for infinite are the aspects of the 
one God. Once Swami Turiyananda was asked 
to explain the philosophy of Sri Ramakrishna. 
In reply he said in part: 
Liberation is assured when you know Him. ... 
After death, whether you take another body 
or not depends upon your own wish. Those 
who want Nirvana will consider this world as 
a dream. They will attach their minds to Brah- 
man, the Impersonal, and will be merged in that 
great Light. And those who want to dwell in 
devotion to the Lord will consider this world 
a manifestation of His power. They will attach 
themselves to the Lord who is Existence- 
Knowledge-Bliss Absolute. They will not be 
afraid to be born again and again, and be His 
playmates in His divine play. ... They will not 
accept Nirvana (even) if it is offered to them.® 


Harmony in Other Spheres 
Sri Ramakrishna’s spiritual vision uniting the 
Nitya and the Lila brings harmony not only to 
the religious life of human being, it equally har- 
monises all other fields of human being’s know- 
ledge and endeavour as well. As mentioned earlier, 
the old, traditional values embodied in religious 
doctrine and myth have lost their credibility in 
the light of modern scientific knowledge. Neither 
is the new empirical knowledge capable of supply- 
ing humanity with a satisfying value system. As a 
result, the human being is left today in a pitiable 
state of moral and spiritual disorientation which 
brings disintegration into every aspect of his life. 
To give order to any collection of related 
things or to any field of experience, some cen- 
tral principle of judgement is necessary against 
which everything can be measured and given its 
proper place and value. Modern human being has 
lost the most central of all such principles: he or 
she is confused about the very meaning of life. This 
being lost, all of his or her experiences, all of his 
or her activities and aspirations are thrown into 
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confusion. This central harmonising principle has 
been supplied by Sri Ramakrishna. He has shown 
by his life and teachings that God is the supreme 
value, the absolute truth. All else, taken apart 
from God, is nothing, is asara or avastu, with- 
out essence or substance. All things apart from 
God are like zeros, says Sri Ramakrishna, while 
God is like the number one: taken by themselves 
the zeros are valueless, but add the number one 
in front and you get a valuable number. It is God 
that gives value and reality to the world. God is 
the meaning—realisation of Him is the purpose: 
against this central principle, all aspects of human 
being’s existence find their proper evaluation. 
Even here, Sri Ramakrishna respects the 
uniqueness while pointing to the universal. For 
instance, he used to say that all great men have 
a portion of the Divine Mother’s power: that is, 
he respected all forms of human greatness, but 
pointed to the universal underlying the unique 
manifestation. When he went to see Pandit Ishwar 
Chandra Vidyasagar, he showed genuine regard 
for the Pandit’s vast knowledge and compassion. 
At the same time, he turned the Pandit’s attention 
to the ultimate source of all value: God. In effect 
what he said was: yes, your scholarship and com- 
passion are good, but it is only with the realisa- 
tion of God that these values find their fulfilment. 
To take another example, he allowed only 
a few of his disciples to embrace sannydsa; the 
rest he told to remain as householders. But he 
also showed that God-realisation is the goal of 
both stages of life (sannydsa and householders) 
and renunciation the precondition; the differ- 
ence being that the sannyasi must completely 
renounce everything at one stroke, whereas the 
householder’s renunciation is a gradual mental 
renunciation. Instead of insisting that everyone 
give up the world for the sake of liberation, he 
recognised the value of both the sannyasa and the 
marriage ideal, each being suited to a particular 
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temperament and capacity. At the same time, he 
pointed to the purpose of supporting and giving 
meaning to both—the realisation of God. Here 
again, we find his recognition of the universal 
coupled with a respect for the unique. 

Sri Ramakrishna said: ‘It is He alone who has 
become the universe, living beings, and the twenty- 
four cosmic principles.” Besides giving order to 
one’s moral and spiritual life, this realisation finds 
countless other, more specific applications. Let us 
briefly examine one as an example. 

The democratic and humanistic ideals of lib- 
erty, equality, and fraternity, and the belief in the 
innate dignity of man— these are all at the heart 
of modern man’s world-view, and all find their 
rationale and justification in Sri Ramakrishna’s 
vision of God in human. The sentiment of the 
equality of all human beings is notoriously diffi- 
cult to justify philosophically. As a matter of fact, 
it was arrived at and is still sustained more by a 
leap of faith than by a process of logical deduction. 
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Among humans, we see only diversity—diversity 
of talents, of knowledge, of aptitude, of interests 
and sympathies—but sti//, we have the conviction 
that amidst this diversity humans are of intrinsi- 
cally equal value. None is insignificant. None is 
dispensable. Yet from where does this faith arise? 

Sri Ramakrishna has shown that it lies in 
the unconscious recognition of human being’s 
divinity, which for him was an ever-conscious 
realisation. He saluted the Divine Mother in 
the prostitute, he danced in ecstasy when he 
saw drunkards weaving through the street. In 
saints and sinners, in the great and the weak, in 
men and in women and in children, he saw the 
different faces of his one Divine Mother. But 
here again, he respected the unique and behaved 
accordingly. All are God, he used to say, but one 
must salute the tiger god from a distance. You 
cannot behave with God appearing in the form 
of wicked men as you would behave with God in 
the saint. Both are God and should be respected 
as such, but the difference in manifestation must 
be recognised and dealt with accordingly. 


Sri Ramakrishna’s Unique Contributions 


This realisation of the universal and respect for 
the unique at all levels of existence is the signifi- 
cance of Sri Ramakrishna’s statement that the ex- 
pert dancer never takes a false step. And it is this 
harmonious vision of Reality which, by contact- 
ing our human world of ignorance and bondage, 
has generated a force that will work for the regene- 
ration of society and liberation of humankind for 
ages to come. It is not possible to describe here all 
of the applications of this remarkable spirituality; 
this was the life-work of Swami Vivekananda: to 
show the world how to apply it to all aspects of 
human life. Nor is it possible to enumerate all 
of his other contributions which even now are 
apparent. He verified the existence of God and 
the truth of the scriptures in an age of disbelief; 
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he testified to the validity of all faiths as paths to 
God at a time when all religions of the world are 
being brought into contact with one another. By 
his singularly complete renunciation of lust and 
greed, he initiated a corrective force to the mad 
dance of sensuality shaking the world. Even as 
the institutions of monasticism and marriage— 
the twin pillars of society—are collapsing, he has 
begun their regeneration by restructuring them 
to the ideal perfection in his own life. He was 
an ideal sannyasi, husband, son, ‘parent; teacher, 
guru, and disciple. The embodiment of all reli- 
gious and human ideals, he also embodied all that 
is best in the modern world: his experimental atti- 
tude, his insistence from childhood on accepting 
a statement only after understanding, his liber- 
ality, and his respect for the divinity of all men. 
In an age when the woman is seeking her iden- 
tity and desiring a place of dignity and respect in 
the world, he adored every woman as the Divine 
Mother Herself. In a vision he went to the ‘land 
of fair-skinned people’ and accepted them as his 
own before they even knew of his existence, thus 
uniting East and West in his expansive heart. 
We have hardly even begun to recognise Sri 
Ramakrishna’s fundamental contributions to mys- 
ticism, theology, comparative religion, philosophy, 
and ethics; to psychology, sociology, anthropology, 
physiology, and other sciences; and so on. There is 
no limit to his contributions to various fields of 
human knowledge. And yet there was no bind- 
ing element in the help he gave to humankind; 
he didn’t ask for humankind’s worship, he didn’t 
ask for personal recognition, nor did he lay down 
a system of commandments that humans must 
follow at the peril of damnation. Even while re- 
newing our respect for human traditions, he gently 
removed the shackles of human bondage, freeing 
our spirit from slavery to creed and dogma, open- 
ing our vision to the infinite possibilities of human 
nature, restoring that most fundamental freedom: 
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the freedom to be oneself, and through that unique- 
ness to find the universal Truth, the final blessedness. 

Not least of his contributions was the conste- 
llation of great souls that he brought to earth with 
him: the Holy Mother, Swami Vivekananda and 
the other direct disciples, Nag Mahashay, Mas- 
ter Mahashay, Girish Ghosh, and others. Where 
can one find in history a more comprehensive 
spiritual ideal, and withal so free and liberal? In- 
finite was the phenomenon named Ramakrishna 
Paramahamsa; limitless are his contributions. 
And greatest, summing up all, was his gift of 
himself to the world: he, the source of infinite 
love, infinite wisdom, infinite ideas, came in fi- 
nite form out of love for human, unconsciously 
leaving his image and the story of his Lila with 
us as symbols of the infinity that he was, and is. 

He disliked sectarianism, for that restricts one’s 
sympathies and vision. But he delighted in differ- 
ence. Giving expression to this wonderful liberal- 
ity, Swami Vivekananda said that sects should go 
on multiplying until each man is a sect unto him- 
self; that is, until each man’s uniqueness is fully 
appreciated as an approach to universality. Taking 
this as a prophecy we may say that, if developments 
of Buddha's message have been many and diverse, 
if Christ’s life and teachings have produced great 
fruits for two thousand years, Sri Ramakrishna 
will give birth to innumerable ennobling ideas, to 
infinite ideals contributing to human welfare; but 
this infinite variety will subsist in the harmonising 
background of his holy Presence, his vast heart 
which accepts and appreciates all. 

In an age of unprecedented materialism with 
its violent lust and greed, Sri Ramakrishna took 
birth at the heart of the universe and there re- 
created it, sending out in waves of irresistible 
power and glory his new spiritual vision which 
is destined to transform the world. Now and for 
ages hence, he reaches out to us who stand on 
the shore of life, saving us from the dark sea of 
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oblivion by lifting us into that realm of heavenly 


PB 


light where we shall find that we are He. Os 
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Ramakrishna Movement: 
lts Aims and Ideals 


Swami Brahmeshananda 


ANY OF THOSE who have only heard 

about the worldwide organisation, 

the Ramakrishna Mission, and are 
not acquainted with its activities, consider it a 
social welfare organisation run by all renouncing 
monks. However, all its senior monks have al- 
ways tried to explain to the people in all possible 
ways that it is not a mere philanthropic institu- 
tion, but basically it is a spiritual organisation. 
Hence in this essay, we shall try to study in short, 
its aims and objects, its spiritual foundation, and 
its methods of work. 


Sri Ramakrishna, its Ideal 


Spiritual organisations are founded with a view 
to attain such goals as which already have been 
achieved and demonstrated in the life of their 
founder prophets. Changes occur in spiritual 
organisations in the course of time, but the basic 
foundation remains unaltered. The same applies 
to great world religions like Christianity, Islam, 
Buddhism, and the like. Hence, it is important 
to study and understand the lives and teach- 
ings of their great founders if we want to under- 
stand these religions. Likewise, to understand 
the Ramakrishna Order, we must carefully learn 
about Sri Ramakrishna who is its ideal, and the 
source of inspiration. 

Sri Ramakrishna’s life and teachings are 
now well known. There had been many studies 


A former editor of Vedanta Kesari, Swami Brahme- 
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on them. However, there are a few important 
teachings and features of his life which form the 

essence of his message. His was a God-intoxi- 

cated life. In his short lifespan of fifty years, he 

did not seek anything, get anything, or cherish 
anything other than God. There was nothing but 
God in his thought, speech, and actions. And 
this indeed he preached: To see God, to talk to 
Him, and to become one with Him is the only 
thing worth doing, only thought worth think- 

ing and meditating upon. He himself was its best 

illustration. The Ramakrishna Mission, therefore, 

can be nothing but the messenger of godliness—of 
seeing, and becoming one with God. 

Another aspect of the God-realisation is an 
intense yearning for God, which was exempli- 
fied in Sri Ramakrishna and which he repeat- 
edly emphasised. It also means total surrender 
to God. In later life, he was very keen to help 
people and preach spiritual truths. But all these 
he did at the command of the Divine Mother 
whose instrument he had become. The Divine 
Mother also informed him that he would have 
many disciples, and so he became restless to 
meet them and teach them the path of God- 
realisation. Thus Sri Ramakrishna founded the 
Ramakrishna Order, of which one of the basic 
features is the guru imparting spiritual know- 
ledge as well as spiritual power to his disciples. 
Besides, by practising the paths of various reli- 
gions and achieving the same goal through them, 
he proved that all religions were equally true. He 
would express this truth saying: ‘As many faiths, 
so many paths. 
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Sri Sarada Devi, the Holy Mother of the 
Ramakrishna Order 

In the next phase of the development of the 
Ramakrishna Order, Sri Sarada Devi and Swami 
Vivekananda played major roles. The Holy 
Mother showed how the ideals must be prac- 
tised. It will not be an exaggeration to say that 
she alone had a clear vision of the future of the 
Ramakrishna Order. 

Soon after the passing away of Sri Rama- 
krishna, his monastic disciples went to various 
pilgrimage centres for spiritual practice, and thus 
scattered throughout India. And when the seed 
of the mighty tree of the Order with the great po- 
tentiality of doing good to the world would have 
died even before sprouting, the Holy Mother 
prayed: “Master, you came, sang and danced in 
God-intoxication and left. Will everything end 
with this? If that was to be so, what was the ne- 
cessity of taking all this trouble and to incarnate? 
There are many monks in Kashi and Vrindaban 
who live on alms and sleep under trees. Those 
who renounce in your name must not lack basic 
food and clothing. May they live together with 
your teaching as the guiding force. And people 
scorched in the fire of the world would come and 
get peace by listening to your teachings. After all, 
it is for this that you incarnated’ How clear was 
the Holy Mother’s vision of the future Rama- 
krishna Order! Indeed, great monks of the Order 
like Swami Vivekananda, Swami Brahmananda, 
Swami Saradananda, and others involved in the 
running of the Order often consulted her and ac- 
cepted her advice unhesitatingly. 

When the Ramakrishna Mission Home of 
Service at Varanasi was started, some devotees 
like Mahendranath Gupta (M) had reservations 
that such activities were not in accordance with 
the teachings of Sri Ramakrishna. However, 
when the Holy Mother visited that institution, 
she was extremely glad to see the monks serving 
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the patients considering them as gods, and dona- 


ted ten rupees, and thus put her seal of approval, 
which silenced the doubters. 

Every great religious movement has two sets 
of teaching—distinct and yet interdependent. 
One is the cult side of teachings and the other is 
the cultural or the philosophical side of it. The 
first is centred on the personality from whom the 
movement starts, while the second or the cul- 
tural aspect is formed by the teachings of these 
personalities. Ramakrishna Movement also has 
these two. The cult side of the teaching is: (a) 
Sri Ramakrishna is a divine incarnation and em- 
bodies in himself the spiritual consciousness of 
all past incarnations and all gods and goddesses. 
(b) He is a living presence with whom devotees 
can have communion through love and discip- 
line. (c) His life and personality open a new way 
of salvation. The cultural side is embodied in the 
great teachings of Sri Ramakrishna and his dis- 
ciples, and the Neo-Vedanta preached by Swami 
Vivekananda. The Holy Mother is the greatest 
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representative of the 
cult side. She did this 
by emphasising the 
service of Sri Rama- 
krishna through 
dedicated work done 
in his name and the 
advancement of his 
Mission on earth. 
Secondly, all through 
¥». her life, she bore wit- 
ness to the fact that 
Sri Ramakrishna was 


y 


Wy 


y ‘ S 4 if a living presence. 
ig ee “gy Swami 
Swami Premananda (1861-1918) j Vivekananda, the 
Founder 


Swami Vivekananda, a great yogi and adept in 
meditation as he was, wanted to remain merged 
in Nirvikalpa Samadhi. However, Sri Rama- 
krishna urged him to aim for something higher: 
to see God in all beings and serve them; to be 
like a mighty banyan tree, sheltering many weary 
souls. He even transmitted his spiritual power 
to Swamiji. As an itinerant monk, Swamiji saw 
with his own eyes, the extreme poverty of the 
masses and finally introduced the ‘service of 
humans as the worship of God’ (Siva jnane jiva 
seva) in the Ramakrishna Order. It was he who 
formally inaugurated the Ramakrishna Mission. 
He also drew the emblem or the seal of the Mis- 
sion in which the central swan represents the 
Supreme Self; the rising sun, knowledge; the 
serpent, the yoga; wavy waters, karma; and the 
blooming lotus, bhakti. Thus, this seal repre- 
sents the combination of the four yogas for 
Self-realisation. 

Swami Vivekananda is the best representa- 
tive of the cultural side of the Order. In the nine 
volumes of his Complete Works, except for two 
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articles on Sri Ramakrishna, we rarely find even 
the mention of his Master, whereas all through 
we find only an elaborate explanation of his 
Master’s teachings! 


Swami Brahmananda, the President 


Swami Brahmananada, the first President of the 
Ramakrishna Math and Mission, endearingly 
called Raja Maharaj, guided various activities of 
the Order for twenty years. The most important 
of his tasks was to give a spiritual direction to the 
activities started at the clarion call of Swamiji. 
Raja Maharaj used to lay stress on japa and medi- 
tation. This is because without spiritual prac- 
tice, work cannot become worship and ordinary 
work cannot become Karma Yoga. Work and 
worship must go hand in hand. His significant 
saying is: ‘Before you begin the work, remember 
the Lord and offer your salutations to Him. Do 
the same at intervals in the course of the work, and 
also after you finish it.’ 

Once there was a quarrel between two groups 
of monks in one of the hospital centres of the 
Mission, which Swami Turiyananda and even 
Swami Saradananda, the Secretary of the Order, 
could not resolve. The matter was referred to 
Swami Brahmananda, the President. He came 
to the centre and without even going into the 
details of the matter, asked all the monks to 
meditate regularly in his presence. He began 
to give spiritual instructions to all without any 
distinction. The problem automatically got re- 
solved and no one was punished or sacked. It is 
interesting and significant that during tenure of 
Swami Brahmanandaas the President, maximum 
expansion of the Ramakrishna Order took place. 


Swami Premananda, 
the Life-force of the Math 


The very embodiment of love, absolutely 
pure, one of the ishvarakoti disciples of Sri 
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Ramakrishna, Swami Premananda was the 
life-force of the Belur Math. He had to man- 
age the Math, train the young novice brahma- 
charins, and look after the guests. He loved the 
brahmachrins dearly, but at the same time, was 
a strict disciplinarian. He inspired all by his 
example to consider every work of the Math 
sacred—be it sweeping, bringing water from 
the Ganges, cutting vegetables, worship in the 
shrine, reading scriptures, and meditation— 
everything should be done as the worship of 
Sri Ramakrishna. This attitude of devotional 
service was so strong in his personality that it 
would spread to everyone at the Belur Math. 
His service to the devotees, or even to casual 
visitors to the Math, was a sight to see. After cor- 
dially welcoming them, he would offer prasad 
and talk to them lovingly. With such loving 
treatment, many visitors were transformed and 
became devotees and well-wishers of the Math. 


Swami Saradanandda, the First Secretary 


Swami Saradananda was the first Secretary of 
the Mission, the position to which he was ap- 
pointed by Swami Vivekananda himself due 
to his serene nature. He would remain unper- 
turbed even under most trying situations. He 
had prayed to Sri Ramakrishna that he might 
be able to see God in all creatures everywhere, 
and the Master had granted this blessed wish. 
Besides, he was able to see the Divine Mother in 
all women. These two spiritual attitudes are his 
special gifts to the Ramakrishna Order. 

Even though a monk, he looked after the 
Holy Mother and her retinue, arranged for the 
marriage of Radhu, purchased land for the Holy 
Mother, and thus served her in many ways. He 
never exerted the pressure of his authority on 
even the most junior members of the Order, but 
his loving and humble behaviour would make 
others obey him. 
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Other 
dis- 
ciples of Sri 


direct 


Ramakrishna 
have also con- 
tributed to 
the ideas and 
ideals of the 
Ramakrishna 
Order. Swami 
Adbhuta- 
nanda and 
Turiyananda 
were austere 
and spent 
most of their 


‘~ een 


time in spir- Oe 
Swami Saradananda (1865-1927) 


itual prac- 
tices; Swami Abhedananda was a scholar, a good 
speaker and preacher; and Swami Akhandan- 
anda served the famine-stricken people con- 
sidering them as the living embodiments of God. 


Conclusion 


By this overview, we understand that despite 
various types of activities, the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion is a spiritual organisation. Its aims and ob- 
jects are spiritual and its means and methods 
too are spiritual. Its every member is struggling 
for the attainment of the highest goal of God- 
realisation. In the process, he serves others, con- 
sidering them as veritable embodiments of God, 
and practises any one or more or all of the four 
Yogas: Karma, Jnana, Raja, and Bhakti. The 
monks of the Ramakrishna Order consider all 
religions as true and equally valid paths to God- 
realisation. Besides following the teachings of 
the Holy Trio (Sri Ramakrishna, Sri Sarada Devi, 
and Swami Vivekananda), they try to preach and 
spread these teachings to others so that all may 
be benefitted and gain peace and happiness. 
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The Ideological Basis of the 
Ramakrishna Order 


Swami Nityasthananda 


RADITIONAL INDIAN MONASTICISM 
was mainly centred around spiritual prac- 
tice and religious preaching. Though there 

were certain monastic orders and individual 
monks who dedicated themselves to service activ- 
ities—rendering service to society by monks was 
largely ignored as it was considered a secular ac- 
tivity. Swami Vivekananda was deeply pained to 
observe that many monks wandering all over the 
land were unmindful of the appalling social con- 
dition, and at the same time, personally achieved 
nothing, either spiritually or empirically. Also, 
the heads of Maths who were engrossed in pe- 
dantic philosophical discussions and religious 
discourses mostly catering to the elite section 
of the society were not intent on reaching the 
common masses. Taking all these into considera- 
tion with due deliberation, Swami Vivekananda 
embarked on starting a new monastic order not 
compromising ancient monastic principles, but 
at the same time, adopting a socio-spiritual out- 
look that aimed at spiritualising the secular. 


Two Facets of Religion 


Broadly speaking, it is possible to identify two fac- 
ets of religion: devotion-oriented and knowledge- 
oriented. The former is the objective approach, 
that is, God is taken to be an object of love and 


A former editor of Viveka Prabha, the Kannada 
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adoration, and the repetition of His name, prayer, 
worship, and the like constitute the main aspects 
of spiritual practice. Here divine grace and self- 
surrender form the bases of the entire spiritual 
aspiration. And, God is worshipped either with 
form or without form. Knowledge-oriented reli- 
gion is subjective, that is, it is a conscious strug- 
gle to know one’s own real nature, one’s own Self. 
Here reason plays a pivotal role, and self-effort 
is emphasised much more than the divine grace. 
Discernment between what is real and unreal, 
self-analysis, and meditation on the inner Self— 
these form some important components of spiri- 
tual practice. In this path of knowledge, God is 
considered to be beyond form and qualities. 
Generally, these two forms of religion come 
into ascendancy alternatively in the course of his- 
tory. In the religious history of India, we find that 
in the early Vedic period, bhakti-oriented reli- 
gion seemed to be in the ascendancy. The Vedic 
Aryans were worshiping God in various names 
and forms with prayers and hymns addressed to 
them. Later, this kind of simple religion deve- 
loped itself into highly complicated sacrificial 
rituals inaccessible to common people, reducing 
gods to the level of subordinates of the rituals. 
In this way, rituals got the better of the devotion 
towards God. As a reaction to this ritual-ridden 
religion, we find the knowledge-oriented religion 
emerging in the form of the Upanishads, which 
reached its zenith in Buddha and his followers. 
In the course of time, this too was destined to de- 
cline, giving rise to atheism and dry scholasticism. 
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Then in the course of history, revolutionary 
Bhakti movements surfaced to counter this 
degraded form of religion which was hurting 
society. Buddhism itself transformed into a 
Bhakti movement by making the Buddha him- 
self an object of worship. Apart from this, there 
arose many Bhakti cults such as Vaishnavism, 
Shaivism, Shaktism, and so on. This Bhakti 
movement also started to decline and all sorts 
of abominable practices crept into Bhakti sects 
bringing disrepute to religion as a whole. 

To stem this downward movement of the re- 
ligion and put it back on a higher pedestal, Sri 
Shankaracharya came with his dazzling inte- 
llectual capacity, reinforced with mystical expe- 
rience. With his advent, knowledge-oriented 
religion came into ascendancy. In the course of 
time, during the middle ages, this also was to be 
replaced by the ebb tide of the Bhakti movement 
which spread all over India by the great efforts of 
saints who appeared in all parts of India, backed 
by enlightened Acharyas like Sri Ramanujacha- 
rya, Sri Madhvacharya, Sri Vallabhacharya, and 
others. In this way, these two streams of religions 
(devotion-oriented and knowledge-oriented) flow- 
ing through history mingled in Sri Ramakrishna 
and Swami Vivekananda and now the conflu- 
ence of these two streams has taken the form of 
the twin organisations called Ramakrishna Math 
and Ramakrishna Mission. 


Harmony of Yogas 


These two forms of religion—knowledge-ori- 
ented and devotion-oriented—represent two 
paths of spiritual practices called Jnana Yoga and 
Bhakti Yoga respectively. The other two paths 
called Karma Yoga and Raja Yoga form insepar- 
able parts of the two Yogas, mentioned earlier. 
Whatever path one follows, one has to act with 
the spirit of detachment, and also one is advised 
to meditate on the Self (Jnana) or personal God 
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(Bhakti) by controlling mental modifications 
(cittavrtti nirodha). This is the reason why Swami 
Vivekananda advocated the harmonious practice 
of all four Yogas. This is the basis of spiritual life 
followed in the Ramakrishna Order. There is 
also another reason which prompted Swamiji to 
recommend harmony of all Yogas, and that is the 
harmonious development of human persona- 
lity. He wanted all the members of the Order to 
be dynamic in selfless work (Karma Yoga), pos- 
sessing enlightened intelligence (Jnana Yoga), 
refined emotion (Bhakti Yoga), and a contem- 


plative mind (Raja Yoga). 


Twin Ideal 


The twin ideal Swamiji placed before us is 
‘Atmano moksartham jagaddhitaya ca; for one’s 
own liberation and for the good of the world’ 
There is a deep significance in Swamiji’s propo- 
sing this as the motto of the Ramakrishna Order. 
There are people who strive for their own libe- 
ration or God-realisation staying away from 
society, without caring for the good of society. 
Even if they remain within society, they shut 
themselves within their own confinement. In 
this kind of spiritual approach, in most cases, 
one will become narrow and self-centred, which 
by no means, is conducive to spiritual progress; 
rather it will make one intolerant of even a slight 
personal inconvenience. We find in the Puranas, 
incidents of some Rishis engaging in tapasya in 
secluded places and cursing those who cause the 
slightest disturbance, even unwittingly. Perhaps, 
this is the reason why Swamiji said that one who 
strives for his liberation exclusively goes to hell 
instead of salvation. 

In contrast to this, some people plunge head- 
long into social service activities with scant regard 
for spiritual realisation and practice. This may, 
in the course of time, lead to the commercialisa- 
tion of service activities, and ultimately end up as 
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a means of attaining higher social status, being 
estranged from the spirit of self-sacrifice. That 
is why Swamiji recommended this twin ideal as 
complementary to each other. One's own liberation 
refers to vertical spiritual evolution and the good 
of the society refers to horizontal expansion of con- 
sciousness. These two ideals are mutually comple- 
mentary to each other. The practice of individual 
liberation helps one in the expansion of one’s con- 
sciousness, which makes one feel for others, crea- 
ting a natural inclination to do good to others. 
As one goes on working for the good of society 
unselfishly, one’s heart gets purified leading to a 
greater awakening of the spiritual consciousness. 

Native Opinion in its editorial dated 12 Jan- 
uary 1900 says: ‘The work of Ramakrishna 
Mission utterly proves the hollowness of the 
contention that the Vedantic system of the phil- 
osophy preaches a gospel of extreme selfishness. 
The members of the Ramakrishna Mission are 
Vedantists to the hilt and try to relieve the dis- 
tress practically. They are simply following the 
noblest dictates of their creed.” 


Two Dimensions of Religion 


There are two dimensions of religion: experience 
and expression. All religions are based on the spir- 
itual experience of some great spiritual personality 
or personalities. These experiences get expressed 
in the form of books, rituals, mythology, differ- 
ent forms of worship and festivals, temples, or- 
ganisations, and the like. However, in the course 
of time, the experience gets overshadowed by the 
expression. Rituals, temples, festivals, and the like 
grow luxuriantly rendering the ideal of one’s own 
liberation and the good of the world insignificant. 

Regarding Ramakrishna Order, the spiritual 
experiences of Sri Ramakrishna and his disciples 
expressed themselves in the form of vast religious 
literature, temples, worships, organisations, 
various kinds of service activities, and the like. 
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These expressions are primarily meant for instill- 
ing spiritual consciousness in the people in gen- 
eral, and for maintaining religious tradition in 
the society. Swami Vivekananda kept rituals and 
worships at a minimum level, lest the spiritual 
ideal should get choked by the overwhelming 
growth of ritualism. To strike a balance between 
these two above-mentioned aspects of religion, 
he gave us this twin ideal: ‘For one’s own libera- 


tion and well-being of the world.’ 


Two Objectives of Religion 


There are two objectives of religion: Spiritual 
and moral well-being of the people, and material 
well-being of the society—nihsreyasa and abhyu- 
daya respectively. This is how religion is defined 
in Hindu tradition: ‘Yatah abhyudaya nihsreyasa 
siddhihi sa dharmah; that is religion from 
which both spiritual and material well-being are 
achieved. According to Swami Vivekananda, 
Eastern culture represents the former, and West- 
ern represents the latter. “Europe has always been 
the source of social and Asia of spiritual power; 
and the whole history of the world is the tale of 
the varying combination of these two powers, he 
says.” For the good of the whole society, both are 
equally important. If the former is given supreme 
importance at the expense of the latter, the so- 
ciety in the course of time gets degenerated and 
then, the ideal of nihsreyasa becomes a far cry. 
Similarly, if the latter is given paramount im- 
portance at the cost of the former, society will be 
deprived of the moral and spiritual foundation. 
So, Swamiji wanted a harmonious blending of 
these two ideals. With this idea in mind, he es- 
tablished the Ramakrishna Order, in which both 
these two ideals have been expressed through all 
its activities. 

As to the spiritual practice, the members of 
the Sangha and the devotees—both follow the 
principle of harmony taught by Sri Ramakrishna. 
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They are open to the teachings and inspirations 
of the saints belonging to every sect and reli- 
gion, concerning spiritual practice. In this mat- 
ter, there is no room for any kind of exclusivism 
or sectarianism in the Ramakrishna Order. The 
Sangha gives equal importance to spiritual prac- 
tice, activities, and scriptural studies. Always the 
focus is on the transformation of the secular into 
the spiritual. Sister Nivedita very effectively cap- 
tures Swamiji’s ideal on this topic in the follow- 
ing words: “.. all modes of work, all modes of 
struggle, all modes of creation, which are paths 
of realisation. No discrimination, henceforth 
between sacred and secular. To labour is to pray, 
to conquer is to renounce. Life is itself religion. 
To have and to hold is as stern a trust as to quit 
and avoid.” This is the ideal at the background 


of all the activities of the Ramakrishna Mission. 


Special Features 


This spiritual organisation is not sectarian and 
it is not a separate sect identifiable with a belief 
system and dogmatic theories. As a result, it is 
acceptable to the followers of all religions and 
sects. The service activities of the Mission reach 
people ofall sects, religions, castes, and sex. Since 
it honours all the sects and creeds following the 
universal teachings of Sri Ramakrishna, it does 
not participate in any form of sectarian activi- 
ties. It does not also give credence to any kind of 
miracles and occultism. 

Though engaged in various kinds of social 
activities, the Ramakrishna Order does not in- 
volve in politics. It has to distance itself from 
politics to maintain its uniqueness as a spiritual 
organisation. Some religious organisations are 
subjected to severe criticism because of their 
association with political leaders for the sake 
of financial help and social status. However, 
the Ramakrishna Order is maintaining a safe 
distance from politics. 
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Another special characteristic of the Rama- 
krishna Order is its modern outlook. Moder- 
nity is evident in the members of the Order, in 
their manners, behaviours, and mode of work. 
Their approach to different issues is always sci- 
entific and rational. Old superstitions, retro- 
grade religious cermonies, too much orthodoxy, 
caste restrictions, and the like have no place in 
the Ramakrishna Order. Without losing the 
traditional religious characteristics, the Rama- 
krishna Mission opens itself to the modern way 
of life. 

D S Sharma, an eminent scholar and a 
writer of great repute pays rich tribute to the 


Ramakrishna Order in the following words: 


Of all the religious movements that have 
sprung up in India in recent times, there is 
none so faithful to our past and so full of pos- 
sibilities for the future, so rooted in our na- 
tional consciousness and yet so universal in its 
outlook, and yet, therefore, none so thoroughly 
representative of the religious spirit of India as 
the movement connected with names of Sri 
Ramakrishna Paramahamsa and his disciple, 
Swami Vivekananda.* 


Thus, the Ramakrishna Mission has been 
thriving and steadily marching ahead since 125 
years, steering through the thick of conflict- 
ing ideologies, unscathed with unblemished 
accountability— sincerely striving to fulfil the 
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dreams of Swami Vivekananda. ow 
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The Ramakrishna Mission: 
Its Foundational Principles 


Swami Satyapriyananda 


WAMI VIVEKANANDA, during the inaug- 

ural session of the Ramakrishna Mission 

Association on 1 May 1897, said: ‘From 
my travels in various countries, I have come 
to the conclusion that without organisation 
nothing great and permanent can be done. He 
appealed to those who did not see eye to eye 
with him saying: ‘Now I intend to do some- 
thing for this country. Do you all give up doubts 
and misgivings and help me in my work; and 
you will see how, by his grace, wonders will be 
accomplished. 

Swamiji’s travels in India after the maha- 
samadhi of Sri Ramakrishna on 16 August 1886 
revealed to his tender heart some startling truths. 
India was poor, not because of her religion but 
because religion had not been applied in prac- 
tice. It was therefore not appropriate to ape the 
West thinking that their culture would have 
made the people lead a better life. Western de- 
veloped nations needed developing nations to 
prey upon for their wealth. Gentle, simple, god- 
believing Indians had been reduced to brutes 
because of the tyranny of their own ancestors, 
and the invasion and looting of the country for 
a thousand years by the Moguls and the Brit- 
ish in succession. Swamiji found that the con- 
dition of the masses had to be raised and their 
lost individuality was to be returned to them; 


A former editor of Prabuddha Bharata, Swami 
Satyapriyananda resides in Ramakrishna Math, 
Belur Math. 
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women needed to be given education, and the 
land required to be flooded with spirituality. He 
realised that religion or spirituality was the life 
centre of the Indian nation, a theme to which 
her people had remained committed through 
several millennia. India shall not die, because 
she held on to spirituality even when the times 
were bad under foreign oppression. Swamiji dis- 
covered that in and through religion and spir- 
ituality alone could India gain her freedom and 
become the queen of all nations, seated on Her 
eternal royal throne, more glorious than ever be- 
fore. He realised also that his mission in India 
was to broadcast these spiritual truths when the 
world stood in need of those truths. He empha- 
sised that when India failed to fulfil this mission- 
ary role in the harmony of nations, her existence 
would become irrelevant. 

His travels in the West revealed to Swami 
Vivekananda that Vedanta was the need of the 
hour in those lands. He realised that ethics, 
morality, and doing good to others needed the 
Vedanta to supply the strength of conviction 
to sustain these from the attack of selfishness 
inherent in the gene of a human being. Hence 
Swamiji proclaimed the divinity of the soul in 
place of its being a sinner. His message was of 
oneness—physical, mental and spiritual, in place 
of just brotherhood. Solidarity and faith in one- 
self, or one’s self, or better still, all selves—was his 
message. He presented to the West the idea of 
‘woman as the mother’ in place of ‘woman as the 
wife’. He realised also that the Western countries 
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An old picture of ‘Balaram Mandir, the house of Balaram Bose in Kolkata, 
where the first session of Ramakrishna Mission took place on 1 May 1897. 


had to be turned away from a materialistic point 
of view to a spiritual vision; because otherwise, 
they, together with the rest of the nations, were 
sure to be consumed in the fire of materialism 
through bloody wars—a consequence of greed, 
envy, jealousy, and selfishness. 

Swamiji’s concern was as to how to set up an 
organisation in India on nationalistic lines to 
achieve the goals of the Indian nation and to rise 
to the vision he had about the nation at Kanya- 
kumari. His concern for the Western countries 
was to show their people how to ‘live Vedanta’ in 
their daily lives. It was the spirituality of Vedanta 
that offered to be the single medicine for the 
woes of the world: the misery which Swamiji was 
born to remove globally. 
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Manu is the famous lawgiver in Hindu lore. 
He says in Manu Sambita (1.86), singling out the 
importance of charity in the present Kali Yuga: 

a: KR Bd BH, Acai MAA | 

BIR FTAASE:, THA HOt BT 

In the Satya (Krita) Yuga, tapasya is superior; 

in Treta Yuga, it is scriptural knowledge; in 


Dvapara Yuga, it is sacrifice; and in the Kali 
Yuga, it is charity alone. 


Vyasa is widely known as a sage who con- 
tributed immensely to the Hindu scriptures, es- 
pecially the Mahabharata. He is also regarded 
as the arranger of the mantras of the Vedas, as 
well as the author of the eighteen Puranas and 
the Brahma Sutras. He was a well-known figure 
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to all those who had read Hindu scriptures. Ob- 
viously, Swamiji in his younger days had been 
exposed to this personage because he had learnt 
Ramayana and Mahabharata when still a child. 
Even during his return from the West, as he 
moved from Colombo to Almora, the thought 
of setting up an organisation suitable for Indian 
conditions was working in his mind in the back- 
ground. His attention was drawn to the lofty 
utterances of the great sage Vyasa’ and, in his 
lectures on his return to India, he found a place 
for the remarkable advice of Vyasa. Elaborating 
on the idea of charity, Swamiji listed several 
forms of charity: 


Of Karma one remains, and that is the Karma 
of giving. And of these gifts, the gift of spiritu- 
ality and spiritual knowledge is the highest; the 
next gift is the gift of secular knowledge; the 
next is the gift of life; and the fourth is the gift 
of food. Look at this wonderfully charitable 
race; look at the amount of gifts that are made 
in this poor, poor country; look at the hospi- 
tality where a man can travel from the north 
to the south, having the best in the land, being 
treated always by everyone as if he were a friend, 
and where no beggar starves so long as there is 
a piece of bread anywhere!” 


He continues therein: ‘In this land of charity, 
let us take up the energy of the first charity, the 
diffusion of spiritual knowledge. And that diffu- 
sion should not be confined within the bounds 
of India; it must go out all over the world. This 
has been the custom. He continues by giving 
historical support to his calling ‘the diffusion 
of spiritual knowledge’ the ‘custom’ by quoting 
historical facts: 


Those that tell you that Indian thought never 
went outside of India, those that tell you that 
I am the first Sannyasin who went to for- 
eign lands to preach, do not know the his- 
tory of their own race. Again and again, this 
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phenomenon has happened. Whenever the 
world has required it, this perennial flood 
of spirituality has overflowed and deluged 
the world. Gifts of political knowledge can 
be made with the blast of trumpets and the 
march of cohorts. Gifts of secular knowledge 
and social knowledge can be made with fire 
and sword. But spiritual knowledge can only 
be given in silence like the dew that falls un- 
seen and unheard, yet bringing into bloom 
masses of roses. This has been the gift of India 
to the world again and again. ... That I went to 
America was not my doing or your doing; but 
the God of India who is guiding her destiny 
sent me, and will send hundreds of such to all 
the nations of the world. No power on earth 
can resist it. This also has to be done. You must 
go out to preach your religion, preach it to every 
nation under the sun, preach it to every people. 
This is the first thing to do. And after preach- 
ing spiritual knowledge, along with it will 
come that secular knowledge and every other 
knowledge that you want; but if you attempt 
to get the secular knowledge without religion, 
I tell you plainly, vain is your attempt in India, 
it will never have a hold on people (ibid.). 


Did this idea receive support from the life 
of Sri Ramakrishna, who was the Yuga Avatara, 
the incarnation of the age? Swami Vivekananda 
observed: 


Sri Ramakrishna is far greater than his disciples 
understand him to be. He is the embodiment of 
infinite spiritual ideas capable of development 
in infinite ways. Even if one can find a limit to 
the knowledge of Brahman, one cannot mea- 
sure the unfathomable depths of our Master's 
(Ramakrishna’s) mind! One gracious glance of 
his eyes can create a hundred thousand Vive- 
kanandas at this instant! But if this time he 
chooses, instead, to work through me, making 
me his instrument, I can only bow to his will.’ 


We get the following significant insight into 
the life of Sri Ramakrishna as seen by Swami 
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Vivekananda: ‘It was the Swami, among all the 
disciples of Sri Ramakrishna, who saw in the 
Master nota person only, but a principle, not the 
apostle of realisation and renunciation only, but 
that of service to humanity in the spirit of wor- 
ship also’ (ibid.). Did not the Master renounce 
the bliss of Brahman to be of service to man- 
kind? Did he not treat all beings as Narayanas 
(divinities) every moment of his life? Who 
among his disciples had not seen his unhappi- 
ness at the sight of poverty and misery, and his 
touching solicitude over their relief ? True, this 
phase of the Master’s personality was overshad- 
owed by the sublimity of his illumination, by 
his superconscious flights, and by his utterances 
of wonderful power and charm, exhorting all to 
seek the Highest. 

It was left to the genius of Swami Vivekananda 
to interpret Sri Ramakrishna’s life and teaching 
from a// angles. It was left to this greatest disciple 
to bring out and emphasise the human side of his 
Master's nature and message, and to clear away 
the misconception that prevailed in the minds 
of many, that Renunciation and Service were 
conflicting ideals which could not be combined 
without detriment to one or the other. And it is 
to the Swami’s glory that he gave shape to these 
divine wishes by founding the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion. Renunciation and Service are, according to 
him, the twofold national ideal of modern India. 
The institution that he started was to practise 
and preach this ideal in its national and inter- 
national aspects. The motto of the organisation 
was: ‘For one’s own realisation (‘1am Brahman’) 
and for the good of the world (basing on “That 
thou art’)’ and the method was: ‘to serve the 
human being (“that God who by the ignorant is 
called man”) in the spirit of the worship of God 
(inherent in all existence), He thus combined 
human goal of God realisation “Aham brahma 


asmi with doing good to the deified world (‘Tat 
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tvam asi )—by showing to humanity the way to 
‘live the ideal’/—‘That Thou art’. 

Accordingly, we find the activities of the 
Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission 
oriented in the following four major directions: 

1. Relief, Rehabilitation, Welfare, Tribal 

uplift: food, clothing and shelter 

2. Medical: Hospitals and dispensaries 

3. Educational: Schools, Technical Institu- 

tions, Colleges, University 

4. Spiritual: Publication of printed/audio- 

books, journals, seminars, counselling, 
mantra diksa. 

From 1897 onwards, the twin organisation 
has been resorting to these activities globally as 
was the need of the locality. A new route has 
been opened up! In these days, religion and spiri- 
tuality cannot be taught in schools and colleges 
even for bringing into existence ‘enlightened citi- 
zens, the internet has come asa saviour. Through 
YouTube videos/movies, audio, comics, Power- 
Point presentations, online seminars, webinars, 
zoom meetings, internet story-telling, ‘Ask the 
Swami’ Programmes, and the like—the mes- 
sage of the Holy Trio can and does reach far and 
wide. I believe, Practical Vedanta is the message 
that we should take now to the public involving 
everyone, disseminating correctly the message 
which will do lasting good to the society: to the 
young and the old, to man or woman or child, to 
the rich or the poor, in whatever field of activity 
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he or she may be. os 
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The Ramakrishna Mission—its Philosophy 


in Theory and Practice 


Swami Atmapriyananda 


1. The Ramakrishna Ideal 


HERE IS A REMARKABLE VERSE in the 
Bhagavadgita that most commentators 
think contains the very essence of the Gita: 

£ iv 
APHPAGA Aah: Txalstel: | 
iv 
fide: TAY a: B ATAfer WIS Ul 
He who does My work, who considers Me to be 
the supreme Goal, who is devoted to Me, who 
is unattached, and who harbours no ill feeling 


towards any of the creatures, verily does such a 
1 
person come to Me. 


This could be considered the panca-Sila (five 
disciplines or practices) in the Gita teaching: 
(i) matkarma krt, (ii) matparamah, (iii) mad- 
bhaktah, (iv) sangavarjitah, (v) nirvairah 
sarvabhitesu. Among these fivefold silas 
prescribed in this verse as criteria to be able 
to realise God, the first two deserve special 
mention: (i) doing His work and (ii) looking 
upon Him as the supreme Goal. His work is the 
Mission of Ramakrishna and he, Ramakrishna 
himself is the supreme Goal. These two put 
together give us Ramakrishna and his Mission, 
which epitomises the Ramakrishna Mission. 
Ramakrishna himself, his life and teachings, 
and his personality as the Transcendent and 


Swami Atmapriyananda is the Pro-Chancellor of 
Ramakrishna Mission Vivekananda Educational and 
Research Institute (RK MVERI, a deemed university) 
based in Belur Math. 
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the Immanent—WNirguna-Gunamay in the 
words of Vivekananda,” form the philosophy 
of the Ramakrishna Mission, in theory, and in 
practice. Ramakrishna is ‘the way and the goal, 
the plan, the purpose, and the enthusiasm of the 
organisation that bears his name. 

A most sincere attempt to approach the 
goal—which is Sri Ramakrishna himself—is 
the one command which every member of the 
Ramakrishna Order is charged with. Swami 
Ramakrishnananda, one of the most intimate 
sannyasin disciples of Sri Ramakrishna, and 
who undoubtedly knew Sri Ramakrishna’s 
Mission and its purpose only too well, once 
made a startling statement to the effect that the 
Ramakrishna Mission is the one which should 
be capable of producing exalted characters like 
Ramakrishna. The exact statement attributed 
to Swami Ramakrishnananda is: ‘Ramakrishna 
Mission is that which has produced a 
Ramakrishna.” This, to be sure, is too high an 
ideal. But then this is the ideal, and nothing but 
this is the ideal. In more practical terms, Swamiji 
has put it as ‘casting oneself in the mould of 
Sri Ramakrishna_* 

Ramakrishna Mission, this huge machinery 
for achieving ‘Atmano moksartham jagaddhitaya 
ca; one’s own liberation and the welfare of the 
world?’ which Swami Vivekananda characterised 
as ‘alever for the good of humanity,’ and a ‘purity- 
drilling machine’ is a ‘new religious wave’ with ‘a 
new centre’ that is Sri Ramakrishna himself. Its 
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large band of sannyasins 
who are struggling to 
cast themselves in the 
new mould that is Sri 
Ramakrishna himself, 
are fired with a ‘religious 
enthusiasm’ through 
which ‘the old religion 
can be revivified’ with 
this new centre. Swami 
Vivekananda emphasised 
time and again that— ‘Tt is 
a character, a life, a centre, 
a God-man that must 
lead the way, that must be 
the centre round which 
all other elements will 
gather themselves and 
then fall like a tidal wave 
upon the society, carrying 
all before it, washing 
away all impurities” and that ‘that centre, that 
God-man to lead ... was the great Ramakrishna 
Paramahamsa, and round him the band is slowly 
gathering. They will do the work.” 

Now, this requires an organisation. And 
the organisation that Sri Ramakrishna himself 
founded through the instrumentality of Swami 
Vivekananda and that came into existence by 
the Divine Will of the supreme Being, whom Sri 
Ramakrishna called Jagadamba (Mother of the 
Universe) or Kali, is the Ramakrishna Mission. 

Sri Ramakrishna himself, then, is the goal 
and the way, the sadhya and the sadhana, the 
ultimate aim and the method to achieve it. In 
a remarkable dialogue with Nivedita, Swamiji 
pointed out: “You may ask: What is the place of 
Ramakrishna in this scheme? He is the method, 
that wonderful unconscious method! He did 
not understand himself. ... But he lived that great 
life ... and I read the meaning. 
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If Sri Ramakrishna is 
the method, who then is 
Ramakrishna? What does 
he stand for? There is no 
mistaking what he was and 
what he stood for. He was 
saturated with God and 
God alone, through and 
through. In his brief life, 
apparently uneventful, 
he never hankered after 
anything, never possessed 
anything, except God. 
He lived in God, moved 
in God, breathed God, 
and was soaked always in 
God-consciousness. He 
did nothing except moved 
by God’s Divine Will. If 
he preached anything, he 
preached nothing but God. 
He beseeched everyone who came into contact 
with him—men, women and children—to 
love God, to serve Him, to try to see Him in 
all beings; in short, to live a life centred in the 
spirit of God. ‘Vanity of vanities, all is vanity, 
except to love God, and Him only to serve’,” as 
the author of the /mitation of Christ, Thomas A 
Kempis said in the very opening passage of this 
great book that was the constant companion of 
Swami Vivekananda during his peripatetic years 
as a wandering monk. The Mission founded in 
the name of Sri Ramakrishna cannot be anything 
other than what he thus was and what he thus 
stood for—Godliness, that is to live a God- 
centred, God-soaked, God-impelled life. “His 
life is an eternal invitation, urge and prayer, to 
mankind to make their lives blessed with divine 
inebriation. Ramakrishna Mission is a prayerful 
urge to man to be full of God, to become divine.” 
This, then, is the essence of the Ramakrishna 
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Ideal, which the Ramakrishna Mission seeks to 
actualise. The Ramakrishna Mission, therefore, is 
an earnest attempt at realising the Ramakrishna 
Ideal at the individual and collective levels, 
ushered as a gigantic spiritual wave into this 
strife-torn, conflict-ridden, panic-stricken world 
of growing materialism and selfishness. 


2. The ‘Meaning’ that the Swami 
Vivekananda Read 


‘He lived that great life and I read the 
meaning’ was Swami Vivekananda’s profound 
proclamation. What is the ‘meaning’ that 
he read? What was the message that Swamiji 
delivered to this world based on the ‘meaning’ 
that he read? As he himself declared: ‘I have a 
message to the West as Buddha had a message 
to the East;”* ‘I have a message to give and I will 
give it in my own fashion.” 

Swami Vivekananda’s message and teachings 
are based on the following foundational 
principles: 

Principle I: Divinity of all beings. 

Principle IT: Unity of all Existence (or 
Solidarity of the Universe). 

Asacorollary to the above Principles I and II, 

Principle IIT: The essential spirituality of Life. 

These principles ought to be realised directly 
and immediately, saksat, aparoksat— ‘Religion 
is Realisation’: 

Principle IV: Direct Realisation (anubhiti) of 
Principles I — III. 

Principle I deals with the individual (or 
microcosmic) aspect of Reality or Existence 
(Sat) and is based upon the Vedantic equation 
Sat identically equal to Cit. 

Principle II deals with the collective (or 
macrocosmic) aspect of Reality or Existence in 
relation to the microcosm. It asserts that these 
two—namely, the microcosm and the macrocosm, 
are the two aspects of the same Existence. This 
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is based on a wonderful realisation about the 
oneness of the microcosm and the macrocosm 
that Swamiji had under an old peepul tree near 
Almora. He later on related this experience to his 


beloved brother-disciple, Swami Akhandananda: 


I have just passed through one of the greatest 
moments of my life. Here under this peepul 
tree one of the greatest problems of my life 
has been solved: I have found the oneness of 
the macrocosm with the microcosm. In this 
microcosm of the body everything that is there 
[in the macrocosm], exists. I have seen the 
whole universe within an atom.’® 


Principle III is a corollary of Principles I and 
II. The microcosm being divine, as asserted by 
Principle I, and the oneness of the microcosm 
and macrocosm being the essence of Principle 
II, it naturally follows that all /i/e, in its micro as 
well as macro-aspects, is divine. 


3. The Philosophy of Harmony and 
Synthesis is Neo-Vedanta 


The Principles form the core of Swami 
Vivekananda’ Advaita, which is sometimes called 
the Neo-Vedanta of Ramakrishna-Vivekananda. 
The Ramakrishna Mission is founded on this 
philosophy and its entire machinery is geared 
up to actualise this philosophy in individual 
and collective life “for the good of the many, 
for the happiness of the many, bahujana 
hitaya, bahujana sukhaya, as the Buddha said. 
It is a message of harmony and synthesis, and 
therefore of peace and blessing to humankind. 
It is a Grand Unification Theory in the world of 
philosophical thought, similar to the one (GUT) 
being attempted by high-energy theoretical 
physics. The great Master, Sri Ramakrishna, had 
resolved all the discordant notes into a sweet 
synthesis which was the supreme love (prema) 
of God, the infinite and the absolute Reality, 
in His transcendent and immanent aspects. 
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The supreme Reality or God may be defined as 
one in which “all the apparent contradictions 
meet and lose their contradictoriness,’” and 
any philosophic presentation of this Reality 
must therefore be based upon the fundamental 
outlook in which on-contradiction is the bed- 
rock, the alpha and the omega. This was the 
message that Swami Vivekananda gave out in one 
of his very first addresses at the World Parliament 
of Religions in Chicago: ‘Upon the banner of 
every religion will soon be written, in spite of 
resistance: “Help and not fight’, “Assimilation 
and not destruction’, “Harmony and Peace and 
not dissension”’’* This message of harmony, 
discovered by Sri Ramakrishna in the depths of 
his being through superhuman researches in the 
laboratory of his soul, his chief disciple, Swami 
Vivekananda, proclaimed from housetops, in 
the marketplace and the factory, among the rich 
and the poor, the learned and the ignorant, the 
noble and the commoner. As Romain Rolland 
beautifully put it: “The angelic Master had 
instinctively resolved all the dissonances of life 
into a Mozartian harmony, as rich and sweet as 
the Music of the Spheres. And hence the work 
and thought of the great disciple was carried out 
under the Sign of Ramakrishna.” And again: 


In the two words equilibrium and synthesis, 
Vivekananda’s constructive genius may be 
summed up. He embraced all the paths of 
the spirit: the four yogas in their entirety, 
renunciation and service, art and science, 
religion and action from the most spiritual to 
the most practical. ... He was the personification 
of the harmony of all human energy. ... And the 
magic watchword was Unity. Unity of every 
Indian man and woman (and world unity as 
well); of all the powers of the spirit—dream 
and action; reason, love and work. Unity of 
the hundred races of India with their hundred 
different tongues and hundred thousand gods 
springing from the same religious centre, the 
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core of present and future reconstruction. 
Unity of the thousand sects of Hinduism. 
Unity within the vast ocean of religious 
thought and all rivers past and present, Western 
and Eastern.” 


4. Combination of the Four Yogas; the 
Concept of ‘Collective Harmony’; the 
Emblem of Ramakrishna Mission 

Swami Vivekananda proclaimed that such a 
unique personality as Sri Ramakrishna, who 
was a remarkable combination of Jnana, 
Bhakti, Karma, and Yoga, had never before 
appeared on this earth.” He combined in 
one single personality both intensity as well 
as extensity—‘deep as the ocean and broad as 


the sky’. And Swamiji believed that it should 
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be possible to create a society in which such 
a combination of intensity and extensity is 
achieved, for if an individual could achieve it, 
then why not the society at large, the society 
being, after all, ‘an aggregate of individuals. 
Of course, Swamiji knew that such individuals 
are few and far between, and cannot come in 
large numbers. So he suggested a new type 
of harmony, which he attempted to realise 
through the Ramakrishna Mission, a collective 
harmony by a group of individuals. In a letter 
to Kidi, Swamiji writes: 


Tagree with you that faith is a wonderful insight 
and that it alone can save; but there is the danger 
in it of breeding fanaticism barring further 
progress. Jnana is all right, but then there is 
the danger of its becoming dry intellectualism. 
Love is great and noble, but it may die away in 
meaningless sentimentalism. A harmony of all 
these is the thing required. Ramakrishna was 
such a harmony. Such beings are few and far in 
between; but keeping them and his teachings 
as the ideal we can move on. And if amongst 
us, each one may not individually attain to 
that perfection, still we may get it collectively 
by counteracting, equipoising, adjusting, and 
fulfilling one another. This would be harmony 
by a number of persons, and a decided advance 
on all other forms and creeds.” 


The emblem of the Ramakrishna Mission 
designed by Swamiji is a unique and unparalleled 
work of art created by one of the richest minds 
in contemporary history in an exalted mood of 
spiritual inspiration. It arose in the pure heart of 
this modern Rishi as a stroke of artistic genius. It 
is a profound symbol of harmony and synthesis 
meant for reverential meditation in this present 
age of conflict and disharmony. This symbol is 
the epitome of Swamiji’s message of harmony 
and synthesis, leading to life’s fulfilment. This is 
indeed the most eloquent expression of what he 
really preached, what he wanted every man and 
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woman to be, to realise, either in the East, or in 
the West. The goal is to realise, even in this very 
life, one’s real Self, the self-effulgent Atman (the 
Swan in the symbol) and through this realisation 
to be free of all limitation, all bondage, all 
littleness. This spiritual freedom is the one thing 
to be aspired for and achieved in this very life. It 
releases one from one’s prison-house of limited 
individuality and confers upon him or her, the 
blessing of universal existence. The individual 
then remains no longer a limited individual. His 
or her individuality then expands and expands 
till it becomes the Universal. Such a person 
then becomes one with Existence Absolute, 
Consciousness Absolute, and Bliss Absolute 
(Sat-Cit-Ananda). He becomes a blessing to 
humanity and helps others also to be released 
from the bondage of ignorance. Freedom is thus 
the goal to be achieved that Swamiji teaches 
through this symbol. ‘Be free. This is the whole 


of religion’, as he said. 


5. The Practice—Service of God in Man 


The practice for the realisation of the Ideal 
delineated above, through yoga synthesis at 
the individual level, is by the service of God in 
man—‘Siva jndne jiva sevd’ in the words of Sri 
Ramakrishna. Swami Vivekananda spoke of 
renunciation and service as the national ideals 
of India. His exact words are: ‘The national 
ideals are renunciation and service. Intensify 
her in those channels and the rest will take care 
of itself?** The Gita speaks of yajia, dana, and 
tapas as three important works that must not be 
given up, but must be pursued with great vigour, 
because they are purifying and elevating.” 
Swamiji’s emphasis on renunciation and service, 
and the intensity that needs to be brought to 
bear upon these may be considered to be the 
same as the ancient ideals of yaj#a (equivalent 
to sacrifice or renunciation), dana (equivalent 
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to charity or service), and tapas (equivalent to 
intensity). Dana is spoken of in our scriptures 
as four-fold: anna-dana, prana-dana, vidya- 
dana, and jnana-dana corresponding to the 
fulfilment of physical, vital, mental/intellectual, 
and spiritual needs. 

In Swami Vivekananda’s scheme, the person 
to whom dana is being done, the so-called 
‘beneficiary, is to be regarded as the very 
embodiment of the Divine and service to him 
or her is to be regarded as an act of worship. 
Swamiji says in his Inspired Talks: ‘It is our 
privilege to be allowed to be charitable, for only 
so can we grow. The poor man suffers that we 
may be helped; let the giver kneel down and give 
thanks, let the receiver stand up and permit. See 
the Lord at the back of every being and give to 
Him.”* According to the four-fold division of 
dana, the activities of the Ramakrishna Mission 
may be predominantly classified into four: (i) 
Relief and Rehabilitation activities (anma-dana 
to cater to physical needs), (ii) Health care and 
health education (prana-dana to cater to the 
vital needs), (iii) Educational institutions like 
schools, colleges, institutes, university, and the 
like, to impart knowledge of secular subjects 
(vidya-dana to take care of the mental and 
intellectual needs), and (iv) Spiritual teaching 
through initiation (santra-diksa), bhajans and 
singing devotional music, creating a sacred space 
in the shrines and temples for meditation and 
upasana, discourses and the like (j#ana-dana to 
take care of the spiritual needs). Of these, those 
activities which predominantly concerned with 
the last aspect (j#ana-dana) are said to be part 
of Ramakrishna Math, while those which are 
predominantly concerned with the first three 
(anna-dana, prana-dana and vidya-dana) 
are said to be part of Ramakrishna Mission. 
Although this distinction is made for legal and 
technical purposes, the Math and the Mission 
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interface and overlap. A detailed description 
of the activities of the Ramakrishna Math and 
Ramakrishna Mission is given in the “General 
Report’ published and approved every year by 
the General Secretary of Ramakrishna Math and 
Ramakrishna Mission at the Annual General 
Meeting held in December each year. 


5. Socio-Cultural Application of this Syn- 
thesis—Union of the East and the West 


One of the immediate applications, at the 
collective level, of Swamiji’s message of harmony 
and synthesis of yogas, is the union of the East 
and the West. It was one of his favourite dreams 
and he would return to it time and again. By 
combining the materialistic advances of the West 
with the philosophical and spiritual progress of 
the East, Swamiji wanted to bring about a new 
world order. In an interview with Swamiji, the 
following conversation is reported: 


The brilliant eyes flashed, and a smile crossed 
the features of the Eastern brother. “May not one 
combine the energy of alion with the gentleness 
of the lamb?’ Continuing, he intimated that 
perhaps the future holds the conjunction of the 
East and the West, a combination which would 
be productive of marvellous results.”” 


Principle I enunciated in Section 2 above, 
namely, ‘Divinity of all beings’ could perhaps 
be thought of as the genesis of a Navina- 
samaja-tantra; New Social Philosophy of 
Ramakrishna-Vivekananda. Out of Principle 
II, namely, the ‘Unity of all existence’ there 
could emerge a Navina-samaja-vijnana; New 
Social Science of Ramakrishna-Vivekananda, 
whose first offshoots are already visible in the 
Grand Unification Theories (GUT) being 
attempted in high energy particle physics in 
recent times. Principle II, namely, the ‘essential 
spirituality of all Life’ would then engender a 
Navina-samaja-cetana; New Social Awareness 
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Swami Vivekananda Samadhi Temple at Belur Math 


of Ramakrishna-Vivekananda, in which the 
distinctions between the sacred and the secular, 
between Vedanta and science, between Jnana and 
Karma, between a sannyasin and a householder, 
would be obliterated. Swamiji envisioned this in 
his Jnana-Yoga lectures: 
Science and religion will meet and shake hands. 
Poetry and philosophy will become friends. 
This will be the religion of the future, and if we 
can work it out, we may be sure that it will be 
for all times and peoples.”* 


This new awareness, based on an integral 
vision in which non-contradiction is the 
keynote, would see the revivification and re- 
emergence of the si-ideal of the Vedic age— 
not sannyasin vs. householder, not spiritual life 
vs. worldly life, but a Divine Life, a life of Divine 
Consciousness, which is at once intensely divine 
and intensely human. This is Ramakrishna- 
Vivekananda’s Spiritual Humanism—the 
supreme blend of the Divine and the human, of 
the transcendental and the immanent aspects of 
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the Supreme Being—which could be regarded, 
in a sense, as the fundamental philosophy of 
the Ramakrishna Mission. This is based on Sri 
Ramakrishna’s own unique realisation of the 
state of Vijiana as he used to call it—beyond 
Advaita Jnana and fulfilling it by including 
the transcendental and the immanent, the 
Absolute and the relative, the Infinite and the 
finite as in the case of the famous Santi mantra 
(peace chant) that prefixes and suffices the 
Ishavasya Upanishad: 


go URS: Wig TOUT | 
QU TUTE Quararerd 
S Aled: Alea: Alea: tl 


This state of Vijiana is what is called 
bhavamukha, the Divine Command that Sri 
Ramakrishna received from Mother Kali thrice 
after the completion of his superhuman sadhanas: 
“You remain in bhavamukha’. A discussion of the 
concepts of Vijiana and Bhavamukha which 
in fact form the philosophical and spiritual 
bedrock of the Ramakrishna Mission is beyond 
the scope of this paper. The interested readers 
may however refer to the author’s article 
on Bhavamukha published in Prabuddha 
Bharata,” 
masterly treatment of this topic in his booklet 
Sri Ramakrishna’s Life and Teachings and Bhakti 
Schools of Vedanta (Appendix). 


Any human being, anywhere in the world, 


as well as Swami Tapasyananda’s 


living this life of Divinity and humanity in one, 
striving to actualise this unique harmonious 
Ideal is a modern 7s, a person of Divine Wisdom, 
a World Citizen. Out of these three— the New 
Social Philosophy, the New Social Science, and 
the New Social Awareness,—would be born a 
New World Order, which Swamiji characterised, 
in the Puranic language, as the Satya Yuga, the 
Golden Age. And Swamiji believed that the 


advent of Sri Ramakrishna, the Incarnation of 
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the Age, has already heralded the dawn of the 
Satya Yuga. 
From the date that the Ramakrishna incarnation 
was born, has sprung the Satya Yuga (Golden 
Age). ... In this Incarnation, the whole world 
will be unified by means of Bhakti (devotion) 
and Prema (Divine Love).”° 


This Satya Yuga would be essentially an 
age of Freedom, an age of liberation wherein 
millions will be liberated—liberated from their 
shackles of ignorance, liberated intellectually, 
morally, and spiritually. It would be the Heaven 
of Freedom about which the great poet, 
Rabindranath Tagore sang in joy’ —‘Into that 
Heaven of Freedom let my country awake: 

And Swami Vivekananda created the 
Ramakrishna Mission, under the divine guidance 
and by the divine will of Sri Ramakrishna, so 
that millions of human beings, all the world 
over, could sail smoothly through this world 
of transmigratory existence, technically called 
samsara in Vedanta, to the eternal sphere of 
freedom and thus attain their life’s fulfilment. In 
joyfully undertaking this arduous journey ‘from 
the unreal to the Real, from darkness to Light, 
from death to Immortality, may the following 
powerful strains of the Upanishadic rsz’s 
benediction, coming in the present age through 
the modern 7si, Swami Vivekananda, always 
reverberate and resonate in our consciousness: 

Swasti vah pariya tamasah parastat” 

Godspeed you in your journey beyond this 

darkness of ignorance. S 
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Understanding Each Other—Importance of 


the Interfaith Activity 


Swami Yogatmananda 


N EVANGELICAL-CHURCH minister asked 
me: ‘What do you think of Jesus Christ?’ 
The evangelists are known to be fa- 
natically sticking to their religious creed, work- 
ing to expand it while denouncing all other 
religious ideas as erroneous. According to them, 
it is a pious act to spread their version of Chris- 
tianity far and wide. Many of their churches are 
stadium-size huge, accommodating 25 thousand 
or more at a time, with an excellent cafeteria, 
children’s playgrounds, elaborate music, and au- 
dio-visual show arrangements—all of that have 
the capability to fascinate. Their clergies have 
great skills in public speaking, wield political 
influence, and are paid around a million dollars 
in salary and perks (like personal luxury jets and 
palatial houses). Of course, it all depends on how 
much crowd (and money too) they bring to the 
church. If they fail to meet the expectations of 
the Church, they are unceremoniously thrown 
out, just like CEOs of big corporations. 

The church of the minister who was speaking 
to me was not that big; but after he was hired to 
be the Pastor-minister, he applied all his busi- 
ness skills (he was working as a high-ranked mar- 
keting strategist in a big tech company, before 
becoming the Church Minister), of course 


along with his knowledge of philosophy and 


A former editor of Jivan Vikas, the Marathi journal 
of the Ramakrishna Order, Swami Yogatmananda 
is the minister-in-charge of the Vedanta Society of 
Providence, USA. 
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evangelical tradition, expanded it a lot. He was 
also spearheading the Church’s service work in 
poor countries like the Dominican Republic and 
Haiti. I met him first at an interfaith meeting. 
We were a group of clergies belonging to various 
religions. Most of them were representing differ- 
ent denominations of Christianity; then there 
was one Buddhist, one Jewish, one Muslim, 
and a Hindu—myself. During our first couple 
of meetings, he was visibly dismissive of what- 
ever I said; in fact, it seemed he was dismissive of 
my very presence. But as we kept on interacting 
once a month at these meetings, he became more 
and more interested in the teachings of Vedanta. 
Being an intelligent man, he gradually started 
understanding, despite the deep-rooted inner 
resistance, that various religions, though seem- 
ingly different, have the same goal. We kept up 
our conversation with the motto ‘let us disagree 
without being disagreeable’. 

Once, after we became good friends, he came 
to the Vedanta Society of Providence. 

‘In order to show respect to you, I too have 
put on an orange shirt today’; he said. We ex- 
changed customary greetings and came to our 
chapel. Seeing the pictures of Sri Ramakrishna, 
Holy Mother, Swami Vivekananda, Jesus Christ, 
and Buddha, he asked the question given at the 
beginning of this write-up. “What do you think 
of Jesus Christ?’ ‘He is The God in human form 
for me, and all my reverence to God goes to Jesus 
too; I replied. “But then, what are all these here 
for?’ He asked pointing at the pictures of Sri 
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Ramakrishna and others. I replied: “That is the 
SAME God, in the new and more useful form? 
His face showed that he did not understand it 
and was certainly not ready to accept it. 

‘My dear Dennis, just the other day when 
we met, you were wearing a striped black-white 
shirt; today you have the orange shirt. Are these 
two different persons?’ 

‘Obviously not; he replied. 

I said: ‘Our bodies are also just like clothing; 
we are not the body, nor even the mind—they 
get changed as per need. When you go for swim- 
ming, you put on one kind of clothing, that you 
cannot put on while speaking from the pulpit. 
But YOU are the same. ... Likewise, the SAME 
God, who is beyond all forms, assumes human 
form according to the need of the times. For the 
present need—the need of the age—he has as- 
sumed the form of Sri Ramakrishna!’ 

It was too heavy a dose for him. ‘Hmm—I 
will have to think about it} he said and moved 
on to another, more comfortable topic. 

Time rolled on... 

We met regularly—though not more fre- 
quently than once in two months as both of us 
were rather caught up in our different works. He 
then requested me to give him an appointment 
to discuss many questions he had about Hin- 
duism. Accordingly, he and half a dozen others 
from his church arrived at the Vedanta Society. 
Their mood was very cordial and they were very 
eager to learn. The meeting was to be for one 
hour but went on for over two and half hours. I 
suggested to them to read Swami Vivekananda’s 
essay on Hinduism and also told them that if 
they studied the lives and teachings of their own 
mystics—like St John of Cross, St Francis of As- 
sisi, Meister Eckhart, and more modern figures 
like Thomas Merton, they could see the com- 
mon roots of all different religions. 

This Pastor retired about four years ago and 
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does not live in a nearby city. But at least once a 
year he makes a trip to this area and invariably 
comes to see me. Like him, there are many Chris- 
tian, Jewish, and Muslim clergy shedding away 
their fanaticism after learning about Vedanta. 

Some years ago, I was speaking on Bhagavad- 
gita in a meeting of the chaplains of Brown Uni- 
versity. After my lecture, the Catholic chaplain 
(who was a very friendly gentleman) came to 
me and said: “You have been saying again and 
again “God within” —we do not emphasise it 
much. When I pointed out Jesus’s statement in 
the Bible that the Kingdom of Heaven is within 
you, he said that it was surely there, but they 
would not emphasise it. He agreed that there 
was a need to emphasise it. 

From the World Parliament of Religions, 
Chicago, in 1893, Swami Vivekananda asserted: 

‘Children of immortal bliss—what a sweet, 
what a hopeful name! Allow me to call you, 
brethren, by that sweet name—heirs of immor- 
tal bliss—yea, the Hindu refuses to call you sin- 
ners. Ye are the Children of God, the sharers 
of immortal bliss, holy and perfect beings. Ye 
divinities on earth—sinners! It is a sin to call 
a man so; it is a standing libel on human na- 
ture. Come up, O lions, and shake off the delu- 
sion that you are sheep; you are souls immortal, 
spirits free, blest and eternal; ye are not matter, 
ye are not bodies; matter is your servant, not 
you the servant of matter.’ 

Again in another lecture, Swamiji pointed 
out: ‘Silly fools tell you that you are sinners, and 
you sit down in a corner and weep. It is foolish- 
ness, wickedness, downright rascality to say that 
you are sinners! You are all God.” 

Iam a member of about four or five interfaith 
groups and visit, on invitation, various churches, 
synagogues, schools and colleges to speak about 
Hinduism. Many such institutions are run by 
Christian churches. There is a growing under- 
standing, at least of Pluralism (acknowledging 
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that there are different religions that may be 
leading to the same goal), if not of Harmony of 
religions (accepting the common ideas under- 
lying all religions and learning from each other). 

This phenomenon of interfaith movement 
was absolutely unthinkable in the Western world 
a hundred years ago; even fifty years ago, it was 
not much visible. But silently Sri Ramakrishna’s 
message of religious harmony is spreading in the 
society here in USA. No religious body of any 
standing now openly denigrates other religions. 
Most religious organisations—which at one 
time were professing the idea that their religion 
alone is capable of giving liberation; while other 
religions may have some truth in it, but mostly 
they are filled with error—now arrange teach- 
ing of world religions at their schools and uni- 
versities. For the last 15 years or so, I have been 
regularly invited to teach a class on Hinduism at 
a prestigious Catholic school and also at a Cath- 
olic university twice a year, with increasing ap- 
preciation of the common goal of all religions 
and also of the subliminal unity of the paths, in 
spite of the external glaring differences. 

As we are looking at the 125 years of the 
Ramakrishna Movement (in the USA, it offi- 
cially began 3 years earlier, when the Vedanta So- 
ciety of New York was founded), one can easily 
see this paradigm shift in the understanding of 
the Western population. 

In many universities in the USA, there are 
courses called ‘Religious Literacy’. The students 
are given a rudimentary understanding of the 
ideas of all prominent world religions. I am a 
teacher of this course at Brown University since 
its inception of this course about a decade ago. 
The students are very much impressed by the 
deep as well as broad (a rare combination) views 
of Vedanta and they very respectfully engage in 
conversation. For the past many decades, several 
illustrious Swamis of the Ramakrishna Order 
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have worked with hundreds of elite educational 
institutions and have earned immense respect 
for Vedanta. A large section of students, who 
refuse to follow any particular religion and clas- 
sify themselves as ‘spiritual but not religious’ are 
touched by the spiritual emphasis of Vedanta. 
Swamiji’s powerful message of ‘Religion is reali- 
sation’ takes them out of the prison of belief in 
some post-mortem heaven or eternal hell. The 
scientific spirit of inquiry that Vedanta advocates 
against blind belief in whatever priests or some 
books say, strikes a sympathetic chord in modern 
educated minds. 

The method of spreading the message adopted 
by Vedanta Societies is a silent steady approach 
of ‘no condemnation, no vociferous criticism 
of any religion’. They instead lovingly point out 
the same truths that all the world’s great teachers 
have taught which are central to their religion. It 
does not create any big news in American news 
media, nor does it have a noisy presence on so- 
cial media. Only through the regular lectures or 
classes, personal meetings and retreats, did its 
thoughts spread. This kind of subliminal propa- 
gation of ideas is what Swamiji wanted. 

Many who now understand and broadly 
agree with the ideas like ‘reincarnation’ “Karma, 
‘Atman and Brahman; “Yoga, and the concept 
of harmony of religions do not know that they 
came into the Western world from Swami 
Vivekananda. Because not only did he not care 
for name or fame, but he also knew that the most 
important thing is the proliferation of ideas and 
emphasis on a particular ‘name’ would in fact 
create an obstacle in the path. In spite of his 
greatest devotion to Sri Ramakrishna, he did 
not speak much about him. As he had written 
to Swami Shivananda to explain why he seldom 
used Sri Ramakrishna’s name: 


My dear brother, that Ramakrishna Paramahamsa 
was God incarnate, I have not the least doubt; 
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but then you must let people find out for them- 
selves what he used to teach—you cannot thrust 
these things upon them—this is my only objec- 
tion. ... Ramakrishna Paramahamsa is the latest 
and the most perfect—the concentrated embodi- 
ment of knowledge, love, renunciation, catholi- 
city, and the desire to serve mankind. So where 
is anyone to compare with him? He must have 
been born in vain who cannot appreciate him! 
My supreme good fortune is that I am his servant 
through life after life. A single word of his is to 
me far weightier than the Vedas and the Vedanta. 
ae aeereeratse@4— Oh, I am the servant of 


the servants of his servants. But narrow bigotry 
militates against his principles, and this makes 
me cross. Rather let his name be drowned in 
oblivion, and his teachings bear fruit instead! 
Why, was he a slave to fame ca 


Vedanta Societies thus preach the message 
in an ‘impersonal’ way, using great personal- 
ities as exemplifications of the principles. This 
has imparted a scientific character to our mes- 
sage. While the lives of Sri Ramakrishna, Holy 
Mother, and Swami Vivekananda are suggested 
as the most useful embodiments of the principles 
of Vedanta, there is no insistence from the out- 
side to use these exclusively. One may be able to 
use whatever personality or even no persona- 
lity if one is able to grasp and practise the prin- 
ciple in life. The same is true with symbology, 
methods of worship, and the like. They can be 
chosen by individuals as per their leanings. The 
insistence is on the principles. The Swamis pro- 
vide individual guidance as per requests, without 
limiting the freedom of the practitioner. 

Another very important aspect of the inter- 
faith work of Vedanta is in the teaching of 
practical Yoga Psychology. Right from Viveka- 
nanda, Abhedananda, Akhilananda, and Sat- 
prakashananda down to the Swamis of the 
present generation, we find practical guidance 
given for the training of the mind. It is applicable 
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to whatever religion one may belong to. There- 
fore, it is seen that people take up the practice of 
meditation and training of Yogas, while remain- 
ing adherents to their original religion. 

The interfaith work is not so much seen being 
done by the Ramakrishna Mission in India. 
Everyone understands his or her own religion 
better when the principles and practices of other 
religions are also studied with respect. In the 
USA, every university has chaplains of all dif- 
ferent religions. ‘Secular’ should not mean de- 
void of religion, but giving equal respect and 
scope to all religions. There is much scope for 
Ramakrishna Mission in India to actively build 
an interfaith movement to bring about religious 
and communal harmony. Let us remember Swa- 
miji’s statement at the Parliament of Religions: 
‘I am proud to belong to a religion which has 
taught the world both tolerance and universal 
acceptance. We believe not only in universal tol- 
eration, but we accept all religions as true.* 

When we meet people following various 
different religions with loving heart, trying to 
think of them as ‘divinities on earth’ or at least 
as human beings as good as we are, we can see 
the misunderstanding and distrust among the 
followers of various faiths disappear. Instead 
of branding some religions as bad due to some 
reasons in history (members of every religion 
have committed many cruel and bad things), 
and thus perpetuating the fear and distrust, let 
us—who are followers of the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion—stand up and open our hearts and arms to 
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all fellow human beings. ow 
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Re-imagining ‘Mission’ and ‘Missionaries’ 


Swami Tyagananda 


HEN EXACTLY DOES the sun rise? 

Simple as this question is, answer- 

ing it accurately is difficult. The basic 

problem is that the sun doesn’t really ‘rise. We 

know that the earth rotates around its own axis 

and revolves around the sun. What our eyes see, 

though, is the sun rising every morning in the 

east. Does the process start when the sun be- 

comes visible on the horizon? Or did the process 

already start about eight minutes earlier, the time 
it takes for the sun’s light to reach us? 

Equally difficult to answer is this question: 
When did the Ramakrishna Mission start? Since 
the Ramakrishna Mission cannot exist without 
Sri Ramakrishna, it is possible to trace the begin- 
ning of his ‘mission’ to 1836, the year Sri Rama- 
krishna was born, which (according to Swami 
Vivekananda) was the beginning of the ‘golden 
age.’ Or we can look at 1886, a few months be- 
fore Sri Ramakrishna’s passing, when he gave 
the ochre cloths to his immediate disciples and 
launched the movement that blossomed into 
the Mission? Or maybe the founding of the first 
monastery in Baranagore was the real beginning, 
since that is when the group coalesced and or- 
ganised itself? They did not, however, use the 
word ‘Mission’ and the monastery was known 
simply as “The Math’. 

A more obvious beginning may be the 
meeting held on 1 May 1897, at Balaram Bose’s 


A former editor of The Vedanta Kesari, Swami Tyaga- 
nanda is the minister in charge of the Ramakrishna 
Vedanta Society, Boston, USA. 
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home—125 years ago—when the word ‘Mission’ 
was actually used. They called the incipient or- 
ganisation Ramakrishna Mission Association. 
Notwithstanding all the trappings of formality, 
it was still a small, informal gathering of close 
friends and devotees. When a need was felt for 
an officially recognised legal entity, a trust was 
formed with the name Ramakrishna Math in 
1901, with no mention of ‘Mission’. A few more 
years passed before the word reappeared in the 
name of a different organisation, this time called 
the Ramakrishna Mission. It was registered and 
incorporated as a society in 1909. 

Although the two organisations—the Rama- 
krishna Math and the Ramakrishna Mission— 
are distinct legal entities, the difference is more 
on paper than in real life. What divides the two is 
not easy to identify in practice. Both the organi- 
sations have the same leadership and mostly over- 
lapping activities, common personnel and shared 
workspaces. In the popular mind, the two are not 
really two but one organisation, and it is usually 
identified in India as the Ramakrishna Mission. 

Derived from Latin missio (meaning ‘the 
act of sending out’), the word ‘mission’ was ori- 
ginally used by Christian groups to designate 
their outreach work to indigenous commu- 
nities the world over to convert them to Chris- 
tianity. Their missionary activities in the fields 
of education and health helped attract people, 
especially the poor and the neglected, who were 
coerced or put under obligation to change their 
religious afhliations. There were many mission- 
ary groups in India in the r9th century. Some of 
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The Art Institute of Chicago, where the World Parliament of 
Religions took place in 1893. 
Right: Swamiji at the Parliament 


them received support from the British colonis- 
ers and all of them received an abundance of fi- 
nancial help from the West to bring the lost souls 
to Christ and to civilisation. 

It is not clear whose idea it was to insert 
‘Mission’ in the name of the new Association 
that was inaugurated at the meeting of Rama- 
krishna monks and devotees in 1897. It is likely 
that the prevalence of many Christian missions 
in colonial India influenced the naming deci- 
sion. Perhaps this was meant to be an indigenous 
response to the existing missions in India. The 
Ramakrishna Mission was the first Hindu organ- 
isation to employ the term ‘Mission’ in its name. 
Its acceptance and success initiated a trend, and 
in subsequent decades, other Hindu groups also 
adopted the same nomenclature. 

Words carry the weight of ideas and impres- 
sions associated with them. Words also have 
the power to sway people. Whatever people 
may have thought earlier about the word “Mis- 
sion’ when it referred to organisations, in recent 
decades, the word has become a little tainted. 
Because of the attitudes and biases of some mis- 
sionaries, the word has become associated with 
aggressive proselytisation, racism, homophobia, 
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and anti-semitism. There is often a pushback, 
also anger and resistance, from the targeted com- 
munities, even if some among them welcome the 
privileges that are offered as bait. Today organi- 
sations rarely invoke the word ‘Mission’ and, if it 
is a part of their name, it is usually downplayed. 
The missionary activity hasn’t stopped, but it 
now operates under a different garb. 

Swami Vivekananda’s success in the West elic- 
ited responses ranging from shock, jealousy, and 
slander to appreciation, respect, and adoration. 
The New York Herald wrote: ‘He is undoubt- 
edly the greatest figure in the Parliament of Re- 
ligions. After hearing him we feel how foolish it 
is to send missionaries in this learned nation.” 
The Western press often referred to Swamiji as 
a Hindu missionary, but he didn’t see himself 
as one. 
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Swamiji wrote to Prof. Wright in May 1894: 
‘I was never a missionary, nor ever would be 
one—my place is in the Himalayas.* Three 
months earlier, on February 14, 1894, the De- 
troit Free Press reported Swamiji as saying: “We 
never indulge in missionary work. We do not 
seek to thrust the principles of our religion upon 
anyone. The fundamental principles of our reli- 
gion forbid that:* Swamiji did not see himself as 
a missionary and he did not intend his organisa- 
tion to be a Mission—and yet it ended up having 
the word ‘Mission’ in its name. 

What is this ‘Mission’ that does not ‘indulge 
in missionary work’? How else can we charac- 
terise the enormous work this organisation is 
doing all over the world? In Swamiji’s letters and 
interviews, he did sometimes use the word ‘mis- 
sionaries to refer to those trained in the organi- 
sation that he was building, but it is also obvious 
that he saw these missionaries of his to be radi- 
cally different from the missionaries he had had 
to deal with in his life. The question is, in what 
way are these missionaries different from those 
missionaries? Since the ‘Mission’ in the Rama- 
krishna Mission is here to stay, it opens up the 
possibility of recalibrating the idea of ‘Mission’ 
and what it means to be a ‘missionary’. 

Throughout the Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, 
we find Sri Ramakrishna repeatedly emphasising 
that the goal of life is God-realisation. Looking 
around it doesn’t feel like it is everyone’s goal, ex- 
cept that it indeed is! What everyone wants is to 
be happy and free from suffering. All struggles, all 
hopes, and all plans are centred around that one 
goal. Not everyone realises, of course, that the 
material world, finite as it is, cannot give it to us. 
That kind of absolute bliss and endless freedom 
from suffering can come only from a transcendent 
and infinite Being. Everyone’s goal, therefore, 
turns out to be God-realisation—a few pursue it 
consciously, and most others do it unconsciously. 
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Any organised effort that can help facilitate 
and expedite the attaining of that goal is the 
purpose of a Mission. This is the primary mean- 
ing of Swamiji’s motto, ‘for the liberation of the 
self’ (atmano moksartham), that he placed be- 
fore the Ramakrishna Mission, which it strives 
to do through its temples (which provide op- 
portunities for prayer, worship, meditation), its 
lectures, retreats, and classes (which provide op- 
portunities for scriptural study, reflection, and 
discussion), and the individual guidance it offers 
to serious spiritual seekers. 

Since God is viewed and adored in multifari- 
ous ways, God-realisation can take many dif- 
ferent forms. What is taught and shared by the 
Ramakrishna missionaries is the process of pursuing 
one’s spiritual aspirations in a way that comes nat- 
urally and is in harmony with whatever tradition 
is ‘home’ to the spiritual seeker. There is no effort at 
coercion or proselytisation. As Swamiji pointed 
out: “The Christian is not to become a Hindu or 
a Buddhist, nor a Hindu or a Buddhist to become 
a Christian. But each must assimilate the spirit of 
the others and yet preserve his individuality and 
grow according to his own law of growth.” 

Swami Saradananda built on this idea and 
made it more explicit, saying that the mission is 
‘not to make Christians Hindus, but to make the 
Christian a better Christian, the Hindu a better 
Hindu’—the goal is to take people wherever and 
whoever they are, and help them become better 
versions of themselves. Speaking on “Sympathy 
of Religions’ at Greenacre, near Boston, in May 
1897, Swami Saradananda said that by sympathy is 
not meant ‘a kind of dull indifference, or haughty 
toleration, which seems to say: “I know you are 
wrong and my religion is the only true one, yet I 
will let you follow it, and perhaps one day your 
eyes will be opened.” What we need is sympathy 
‘of a direct, positive nature, which knows that all 
religions are true, they have the same goal.° 
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A primary hurdle in pursuing God-realisa- 
tion as the goal of life is the pressing needs that 
threaten physical survival. The scarcity of food 
and water created by several factors, climate 
change being one, and the poverty created by 
unequal distribution of the earth’s resources and 
wealth, make pursuing spiritual life difficult, if 
not impossible. This is compounded by insuf- 
ficient opportunities to acquire knowledge and 
skills for those who lack influence and wealth. 
In response, the Ramakrishna Mission organ- 
ises welfare programmes to benefit the poor and 
those in rural areas, and runs schools, colleges, 
and orphanages to bring education to the doors 
of those who cannot afford it. The religious fes- 
tivals and holy days of all traditions are observed 
and celebrated, and everyone is free to partici- 
pate in them according to their faith and interest. 

The idea behind all of these activities—which 
are ‘for the welfare of the world’ (jagad-hitaya, in 
Swamiji’s words)—is that when the basic needs 
are met, it is easier to turn one’s attention to 
the higher needs of the soul, the quest for the 
infinite and the transcendent. What the Rama- 
krishna Mission does may look like social work, 
its activities may be described as ‘philanthropic’ 
as indeed they look from the outside. But to the 
Ramakrishna missionaries engaged in these acti- 
vities, it is an extension of their spiritual prac- 
tice. They try to do all work as worship, making 
an effort to see everyone as an embodiment of 
the Divine. It then ceases to be merely service of 
the needy and instead becomes worship of God 
manifesting in everyone and everything. 

These three—she ultimate goal of God-reali- 
sation, the vital importance of religious freedom, 
and the need for service as worship—are the guid- 
ing principles of the Ramakrishna Mission, and 
these help redefine the word ‘Mission’ in a sig- 
nificant way. Those who take these principles 
to heart and build their lives in harmony with 
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these principles 
are the new ‘mis- 
sionaries’ that the 
world today sorely 
needs. This fresh 
understanding of 
Mission and mis- 
sionaries points to 
a lofty ideal. Liv- 
ing up to it is never 
going to be easy. 
But the future of 
the world depends 


on how many such 


missionaries it can 
produce. 

It is about such missionaries of the future 
that Swamiji said: ‘Men, men, these are wanted: 
everything else will be ready, but strong, vigor- 
ous, believing young men, sincere to the back- 
bone, are wanted. A hundred such and the 
world becomes revolutionised.” These new mis- 
sionaries, young men and women, from every 
spiritual tradition and from every part of the 
world, is what the world needs. Learning from 
the past and taking good care of the present, 
each one of us can look forward to a future filled 


PB 


with light. OS 


References 


1. The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda, 
9 vols (Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1-8, 1989; 
951997), 6.318. 

2. His Eastern and Western Disciples, The Life of 

Swami Vivekananda, 2 vols (Kolkata: Advaita 

Ashrama, 1979), 1.428. 

Complete Works, 7. 468. 

Ibid., 7. 287. See also 2.4.78. 

Ibid., 1. 24. 

Leigh Eric Schmidt, Restless Souls: The Making of 

American Spirituality (University of California 

Press, 2012), 137. 

7. Complete Works, 3.223-24. 


DN a 


105 


116 


Sister Nivedita and the Genesis of 
Ramakrishna Mission 


[With Early Reports by Swami Brahmananda] 


Swami Videhatmananda 


FTER MORE THAN THREE YEARS of 
At Vedantic ministration in the West, 
Swami Vivekananda was to set sail 
from England for India on 16 December 1896, 
with Captain and Mrs Sevier, Mr Goodwin, and 
also Miss Henrietta Muller. Inspired by Swamiji, 
Miss Margaret Noble of Wimbledon (England) 
also expressed her interest and intent to come 
and work in India, to dedicate her life for the 
upliftment of India and her people; but before 
embarking on her new life, she had to remain in 
England for another year due to some domestic 
constrains, being the only earning member of the 
family. Meanwhile, she had decided to carry on 
Swamiji’s work and Mission in Wimbledon and 
London itself. 

A few months after landing in India, 
Swamiji—to give his various activities of preach- 
ing and service a concrete shape—initiated an 
organisation named ‘Ramakrishna Mission’ on 1 
May 1897. Miss Noble—during this whole year, 
while living in England itself and preparing for 
her proposed sojourn to India—wrote letters to 
Swamiji expressing great interest in his future 
plans and activities. Swamiji kept her informed 


A former editor of Vivek Jyoti, Hindi journal of the 
Ramakrishna Order, Swami Videhatmananda is 
actively engaged in research on Swami Vivekananda 
and Sister Nivedita and also in writing books in Hindi. 
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about the matter constantly, through his own 
letters in general and through the reports written 
by Swami Brahmananda in particular. Although 
many of those documents have been lost, but 
whatever of them are available, is enough to give 
a vivid glimpse of the early history of this fledg- 
ling organisation, which was to leave an indelible 
mark on the history of the world. 


Swamiji's Own Letters 


After founding the ‘Mission’ on the 1st of May 
1897, Swamiji himself informed Miss Noble of its 
activities through his letters. A few quotes will 
be worthwhile to recall: 

On 5 May 1897 he wrote: “The work has 
been started anyhow. A rickety old little house 
has been rented for six or seven shillings, 
where about twenty-four young men are being 
trained. I had to go to Darjeeling for a month 
to recover my health, and I am glad to tell you I 
am very much better, and would you believe it, 
without taking any medicine, only by the exer- 
cise of mental healing! I am going again to an- 
other hill station tomorrow, as it is very hot in 
the plains. Your society is still living, Iam sure. 
I will send you a report, at least every month, 
of the work done here. 

On 20 June 1897 he informed: ‘T have started 
work, though in the fashion I was trained—that 
is, under the trees, and somehow keeping body 
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and soul together. The plan has also changed 
a bit. I have sent some of my boys to work in 
the famine districts. It has worked like miracle. I 
find, as I always thought, it is through the heart, 
and that alone, that the world can be washed. 
The present plan is, therefore, to train up num- 
bers of young men (from the highest classes, not 
the lowest; for that I will have to wait a little), 
and the first attack is to send round a number 
of them over a district, and when these reli- 
gious sappers and miners have cleared the way, 
then there will be time to put in the theories 
and philosophies. 

‘A number of boys are already in training, but 
the recent earthquake has tumbled the poor shel- 
ter we had to work in, which was although (only) 
a rented thing. Never mind. The work must be 
had without shelter and under difficulties. ... I 
have started an organisation here and will send 
you a lot of prospectuses as soon as ready. 

On 4 July 1897 Swamiji wrote again: 
‘Although I am still in the Himalayas, and shall 
be here for a month at least more, I started the 
work in Calcutta before I came, and they write 
progress every week. 

‘Just now Iam very busy with the “famine”, and 
except training a number of young men for future 
work, have not been able to put more energy into 
the “teaching work”. The “feeding work” is ab- 
sorbing all my energy and means. Although we 
can get work only on a very small scale yet, the 
effect is marvellous. As since the days of Buddha, 
for the first time Brahmin boys are found nurs- 
ing by the bed-sides of cholera-stricken pariahs. 

‘In India, lectures and teaching cannot do any 
good. What we want is Dynamic Religion. And 
that I am determined to show, “God willing”, as 
the Mahomedans say, or if our embodied human 
gods will it, as I should say as a Vedantist, espe- 
cially those white gods of England, as power in 
the shape of sympathy and gold are both in their 
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hands just now. 
However, there is § 
very little hope of 
getting any help 
from my own coun- 
trymen. This Indian § 
octopus made of 
jelly-fish material 
will take years yet 
to become practical. 
Do not be deluded 
by the enthusiasm 
they are spending 
on me; it is all froth. 
When the time will 
come to pay, most 
of them will be 
nowhere. 

‘entirely agree 
with the prospectus * 
of your Society, and 
you may take for 
gtanied i agree: Sister Nivedita (1867-1911) 
ment with every- 
thing you will do in the future. I have entire faith 
in your ability and sympathy. I already owe you 
an immense debt, and you are laying me every 
day under infinite obligation. My only consola- 
tion is that it is for the good of others. 

On 23 July 1897 he intimated: “The work 
has already begun and at present famine-relief 
is the thing next to hand. Several centres have 
been opened and the work goes on; famine- 
relief, preaching, and a little teaching. As yet, 
of course, it is very very insignificant, the boys 
in training are being taken out as opportunity is 
offering itself. The sphere of action at present is 
Madras and Calcutta. Mr. Goodwin working in 
Madras. Also one [Swami Shivananda] has gone 
to Colombo. From next week a monthly report 
of the whole work will be forwarded to you, if it 
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has not already reached you. Iam away from the 
centre of work, so things go a little slow, you see; 
but the work is satisfactory on the whole. You 
can do more work for us from England than by 
coming here. Lord bless you for your great self- 
sacrifice for the poor Indians. 


Reports of Swami Brahmananda 


As is evident from the following, Swamiji had ad- 
vised his chief brother-disciple, Swami Brahma- 
nanda, who was also the City-president of the 
organisation, to send detailed monthly reports 
of its activities to Miss Noble. We could come 
across only two of them. But they will suffice 
to give a graphic account of its beginning and 
gradual development. 


Report of 4 August 1897" 


The Math, 
Baranagore P.O., Calcutta. 
4-8-1897 


To 

Miss Margaret E. Noble, 

“The Ruskin School, Brantwood Worple, 
Wimbledon, London S.\W. 


Dear Madam, 

I am directed by the General President Srimat 
Swami Vivekananda to send for your informa- 
tion, a brief report of our work in India, done 
during the month of June 1897. 

Before giving you an idea of the method of 
work followed at present, I may be permitted to 
state that hitherto our efforts were mainly con- 
fined to individual exertions for the diffusion 
of religious truths. Our brotherhood wanted an 
organisation for directing its energies method- 
ically and for carrying on those works which it 
believes to be its mission to perform. Since his 
return to India Srimat Swami Vivekananda has 
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been engaged in giving shape to our society and 
guiding its actions. 

1. The original brotherhood consisting of all 
the sannyasins (ascetics) and brahmacharins 
(students undergoing training to become san- 
nyasins) has been constituted into a central in- 
stitution called “The Math’ for the training of 
spiritual educators. Swami Brahmananda is the 
President-elect of the Math, with Swami Joga- 
nanda and S. Turiyananda as Vice-presidents. 
Every member is bound to abide by the rules of 
conduct laid down and the President is to see 
that these are strictly obeyed. The following is 
the routine of daily work, which shows how the 
members lead their lives in the Math— 

6 a.m. The hour of rising from bed 

7 a.m. That of meditation 

8 a.m. Simple bodily exercises 

9 a.m. Breakfast, followed by bathing, morn- 
ing service, worship and devotion 

12 noon: Dinner, Rest for two hours 

2 p.m. The hour of study: the books usually 
read are Upanishads, Bhagavadgita, Swamiji’s 
lectures, Imitation of Christ, etc. 

5 p-m. Congregational meeting: Training 
Class: This is divided into 4 sections, having 
Jnan, Yoga, Karma, and Bhakti for subjects of 
special culture. Swamis Turiyananda, Nirmala- 
nanda, and Brahamananda are lecturers in these 
sections. The following books are regularly read 
and explained: Adhyatma Ramayan, Vedanta, 
Gita, Bhagavat, Upanishads, etc. 

6 p.m. Simple bodily exercises 

Twilight time: Evening service, worship and 
devotion 

7 p.m. Meditation 

8 p.m. Question Class and Conversation 

Every Saturday evening a lecture meeting is 
held when each member is to deliver in turn an 
extempore lecture, the subject being selected by 
the President. 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


Sister Nivedita and the Genesis of Ramakrishna Mission 119 


In June lectures were delivered on the life and 
teachings of Buddha and on Sannyas or renunci- 
ation; the former by Sw. Vijnanananda, the latter 
by Sw. Subodhananda. 

2. Under the auspices of the members of the 
Math, an association called the ‘Ramakrishna 
Mission’ has been started, its object being ‘to 
propagate the principles propounded by Sri 
Ramakrishna and illustrated by his own life for 
the benefit of humanity and to help mankind in 
the practical application of those principles in 
their spiritual, intellectual and physical needs. 
Its method of work is ‘to start new centres in dif- 
ferent places, to train spiritual and secular edu- 
cators by encouraging arts and industries and 
by popularising the study of Vedanta and other 
systems of spiritual thought as interpreted by the 
Life of Sri Ramakrishna’ 

Swami Vivekananda has been elected its 
General President. 

The work in India has been commenced by 
establishing centres in Calcutta and Madras. 

3. The Calcutta Centre consists of all the dis- 
ciples (both the ascetics and the householders) 
of Sri Ramakrishna. S. Brahmananda is its presi- 
dent. ‘Anyone, who believes in the mission of Sri 
Ramakrishna, who is ready to co-operate for the 
spread of that mission and who endeavours to 
lead a moral life, is eligible to the membership. 
Meetings are held every Sunday evening when 
recitations and explanations of the texts from 
the Vedanta, Gita or Bhagavat are given and lec- 
tures selected by the president are read by the 
members named for the occasion. The follow- 
ing lectures were read during the month of June: 

(i) The work of Sw. Vivekananda by Babu G. 

C. Ghosh. 

(ii) Jnan and Bhakti by Babu B. K. Bose, 

M.A., B.L. 

(iii) The life of Suka Deva by Babu S. B. 

Ghosh. 
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(iv) Sri Ramakrishna Deva by Babu M. K. 

Gupta, B.A. 

4. The Madras Centre is under the presidency 
and the guidance of Sw. Ramakrishnananda. The 
method of work adopted there is as follows: 

(i) Recitation of Ramayan every morning at 
the Math. 
(ii) Evening lectures on the Gita and the 

Upanishads thrice a week at the Math. 

(iii) Weekly lectures on Saturday evening at 
the Young Men’s Hindu Association. 

(iv) Weekly musical service every Friday 
night at the Math. 

(v) At any time not above mentioned, Sw. 

Ramakrishnananda receives any visitor who 

may wish to discuss with him at the Math. 

5. Recently Sw. Shivananda has been de- 
puted to start a Centre of work in Ceylon. He 
has interviewed some of the influential mem- 
bers of the native society of Colombo, who have 
received him favourably. In a meeting called by 
the Hon. Coomaraswami, member of the Legis- 
lative Council of Ceylon, it was resolved to help 
Sw. Shivananda in his work. The report on the 
progress of his work will be communicated to 
you in due course. 

6. The horrors of famine, which is now 
devastating India, have been felt more or less 
in Bengal, and the scenes of destitution and 
misery witnessed by Sw. Akhandananda of 
the Math in his preaching tour in the district 
of Murshidabad made him issue an appeal for 
giving immediate relief to the starving people. 
Ready response from a few sympathetic friends 
enabled us to send about Rs. 100 to the Swami 
to proceed with his relief work. The Mahabodhi 
Society very kindly gave timely help by remit- 
ting Rs. 150; and other kind-hearted people 
helped the fund with money and clothes so that 
Sw. Akhandananda has been able to give relief 


daily to about 500 men, women, and children. 
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Sw. Trigunatitananda has been recently sent to 

help Sw. Akhandananda in his benevolent work. 

7. About the works of the association in 

England and America under the direction of 

Sw. Abhedananda and Sw. Saradananda respect- 

ively, I need hardly say anything, as you yourself 
know more than what I can write to you. 

This short sketch will, I hope, give you an idea 

of our work as is being carried on now, and I 

hope to send you monthly reports about the pro- 

gress of our missions in India. 

I remain, 

Yours sincerely, 

S. Brahmananda 


Report of 17 September 1897° 


The Math, 
Baranagore P.O., Calcutta. 


17.9.1897 


To 

Miss Margaret E. Noble 
The Ruskin School, 
Brantwood Worple, 
Wimbledon, London S.W. 


Dear Madam, 

As promised in my previous letter I am sending 
you now the progress report of our work in India 
for the month of July 1897. 

1. My first letter began with a short sketch 
about the Organisation of the central training 
institution called the Math. I think it is necessary 
here to enter briefly into the question of the con- 
stitution of the Math, which I have not touched 
in my previous report. Shortly after our beloved 
Master Sri Ramakrishna Deva had departed this 
life, the few young men who gathered round 
him drawn by a passionate love for his holy self, 
formed themselves into a brotherhood for reali- 
sing in their own lives, those principles which 
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were the burden of his life-long teachings. Re- 
nunciation is the threshold through which man 
must enter into spiritual life. These men have re- 
nounced the world to follow in the footsteps of 
the Master. In the beginning they were eleven. 
Their number now has increased to twenty-three 
besides six young men who though have not for- 
mally accepted the vow of a Sannyasin, are lead- 
ing a life of physical, intellectual, moral, and 
religious discipline. Life passes in the Math in 
meditation, devotion, intellectual culture, moral 
discipline, and strict temperance in everything. 

Private study is much cultivated amongst the 
members, the books mostly read are the Vedanta 
and the other system of philosophy with Gita 
and Bhagvat—books which are the great expo- 
nents of Bhakti Yoga. Every day in the evening 
all the members congregate (referred to as the 
training class in my first letter) for hearing the 
sermons preached by one of the Swamis. The 
texts taken up for exposition deal either with 
Jnan, Bhakti, Yoga, or Karma. 

The weekly lecture classes proved very inter- 
esting. The subjects taken up in July were 1. Mon- 
astery by S. Trigunatita, 2. Renunciation by S. 
Bimalananda, 3. True religion by B. Suddhananda, 
and 4. Brahmacharya by S. Prokasananda. 

2. In my preceding letter to you I gave a brief 
outline of the principles and the method of work 
of the association formed by S. Vivekananda 
after his return to India. I propose in my present 
letter to give a few details respecting its scope, 
present position, and future possibilities. 

The fraternisation of the various creeds of 
the world—which to our belief was the special 
mission of Sri Ramakrishna, our revered Mas- 
ter, to establish—is the primal end which our 
society will ever strive to reach. We have entered 
the arena not to fight over a dogma, not to add 
another sect to the already too numerous reli- 
gious denominations, not to contend for the 
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acceptance of Hinduism or any other religion 
of the world. Our motto is peace—peace among 
‘the various creeds of the world, knowing them 
to be the phases of one eternal universal religion’. 
This is the message which the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion believes to be its privilege to proclaim. 

But our present position is not at all assur- 
ing. Of course we are pledged for the truth and 
we would stand by the truth. Today we are mis- 
judged, mis-represented, looked suspiciously, 
few abuse us, while the people at large are unsym- 
pathetic. Our efforts get very feeble response, if 
they are not thought mischievous. But we have 
nothing to complain for all these. 

Never was the time so propitious, to declare 
to mankind that of whatever colour or creed we 
might be, however separated by barriers, physical or 
intellectual, racial or religious, the same Brahman 
shines in us all; that enmities in religion should 
now cease; that equality in heart should reign in 
spite of social inequalities and religious differences. 

The weekly meetings of the members of the 
Ramakrishna Mission Calcutta Centre are held 
with the special object of bringing home and act- 
ing up to the principles which our beloved Master 
propounded and which he illustrated in his own 
life. For this purpose, the personal experiences 
and the reminiscences of the Master are told by 
those of the members, who were very intimate 
and who have practically realised his teachings. 
Subjects for lectures are sometimes selected for 
the members with the object of making them 
acquainted with the cardinal doctrines of religion. 
Lives of the saints, prophets and incarnations of 
Hinduism are made special subjects of study to 
illustrate faith, renunciation, worship &c. 

In July the reminiscences of Sri Ramakrishna 
by Babu G. C. Ghosh and Babu M. N. Gupta were 
as instructive as they were interesting, and there 
was a valuable and charming contribution from 


the pen of Babu S. N. Bose on the life of Saint 
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Haridas—a Mohammedan convert to Hinduism. 
3. The Madras Centre had recently a very valu- 
able acquisition in Mr. J. J. Goodwin, a disciple of 
S. Vivekananda and he has proved a great help to 
S. Ramakrishnananda. Besides the usual work at 
the Math, the following lectures were delivered at 
the Young Men’s Hindu Association at Madras. 
(i) Bhakti Yoga by S. Ramakrishnananda 
(ii) Life and teachings of Sri Chaitanya by 
Sw. Ramakrishnananda, and 
(iii) Karma by Mr. J. J. Goodwin. 
4. We have received a communication from 
S. Shivananda who has fairly begun his work 
at Colombo. With a few European ladies and 
gentlemen he has opened a lecture class and has 
commenced the teaching of Raj-Yoga. He is hold- 
ing the classes thrice a week. On Sundays Gita is 
read and explained. A Gita class has also been 
opened and is attended by about a dozen edu- 
cated native gentlemen of Colombo. We hope 
to receive shortly the details of the proceedings. 
5. The services of S. Akhandananda in ren- 
dering timely help to the famine stricken people 
in the district of Murshidabad have been recog- 
nised by the Government officials of the loca- 
lity and the Magistrate of Murshidabad Mr. 
Levinge who presided at the distribution of 
clothes to the people, spoke well of the Swa- 
mi’s benevolent work. Sw. Akhandananda has 
presently opened another relief centre in the 
subdivision Kandi of the same district where 
relief was urgently required. But in none of 
the districts of Bengal so affected was the dis- 
tress so universal and severely felt as the district 
of Dinagepur. Both the official and the non- 
official reports pointed to the urgent necessity 
of opening reliefs in that part of the country. 
Consequently Sw. Trigunatita who was helping 
Sw. Akhandananda, proceeded to Dinagepur 
and in consultation with the Magistrate of the 
place Mr. Bonhem Carter has opened relief at 
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Swami Akhandananda (1864-1937) 


Biral Station. Many kind hearted gentlemen 

have liberally responded to our appeal and we 

are very grateful to all of them and especially 

to a gentleman of Madras who though a man 

of moderate means had the noble heart to give 
away Rs. 1500 for this benevolent cause. 

Hoping to be excused for the delay in sending 

this report for July. 

I remain, 

Yours very sincerely, 

S. Brahmananda 


Miss Noble’s work in Western World 
[Brahmavadin Reports] 


After receiving these reports from the Math, what 
Miss Noble did, was described by her in a report 
published in Brahmavadin of 1st October 1897. 
After the departure of Swami Abhedananda from 
London to US., Vedanta Centre of London was 
to begin its activities afresh. Miss Noble writes: 


‘One feature which will be of vast interest 
to our first gathering is a report of the Math 
Brotherhood and its work, which has been sent 
to us from Baranagore by the Swami Brahma- 
nanda. This document will also be printed and 
distributed amongst all friends known to us in 
this country and America, and anyone else who 
desires to see it has only to send for a copy. In 
this interesting and exhaustive statement, all 
who have read it feel that we take an important 
step towards true realisation of our solidarity 
with our Indian brethren. The Ramakrishna 
Mission is an idea that appeals to us particularly, 
not only for the honour of the Saint after whom 
it is named,—and whom many of us in England 
have learned to love,—but also because its aims 
and methods are congenial to our own. This 
and the Alambazar Famine Relief are a splendid 
vindication of the spiritual life from the charge 
of passivity so often preferred against it by the 
materialistic West. ... 

‘In Protestant countries, we have long lost 
the tradition of career which shall express to the 
uttermost the striving after selflessness. ... And 
forgetting the value of this form, we are given 
also to the ridicule and disparagement of it: prac- 
tical work and the service of Humanity are the 
only passports to our admiration, and he who 
would speak to us must use this language. 

“This the Brotherhood of the Math has done, 
and some of us hope to extend the organisa- 
tion—which is in our eyes co-operation—in the 
form of a society ramifying through England and 
America, and endeavouring to realise the maxim 
of our socialist friends—from each according to 
his means, to all according to their needs’ 

OK OK 

In another report published in the 1st Novem- 
ber 1897 issue of the Brahmavadin, she writes: 
‘Great interest was expressed in the work of fam- 
ine reliefand in the Ramakrishna Mission. These 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


Sister Nivedita and the Genesis of Ramakrishna Mission 123 


are developments which appeal to the West in a 
peculiar way, and it may be hoped that eventu- 
ally the English centres will do their share to- 
wards sending out those secular and spiritual 
educators who shall carry on Hindu work on 
Hindu lines as some slight acknowledgement 
of the great benefits conferred on themselves by 
the awakening missionary zeal of India. It is very 
difficult to some who have never dreamt of the 
genuine character of Christianity, to conceive 
of the Vedanta as a friendly and not a rival sys- 
tem. It says worlds for the power of the Swami 
Vivekananda’s teaching that it drew many such 
to listen to him, and left thoughts with them:* 


Swamiji’s Guidelines for a Report 


Outlining a guideline for further reports, 
Swamiji wrote to Swami Brahmananda from Sri- 
nagar (Kashmir), on 30 September 1897: 

‘I received your letter along with a few letters 
from the Math. ... The following are my answers 
to Miss Noble’s questions in her letter: 

1. Nearly all the branches have been started, 
but the movement is only just the beginning. 

2. Most of the monks are educated. Those that 
are not are also having secular education. But 
above all, to do good, perfect unselfishness is ab- 
solutely necessary. To ensure that, more attention 
is given to spiritual exercises than anything else. 

3. Secular educators: We get mostly those 
who have already educated themselves. What is 
needed is training them into our method and the 
building up of character. The training is to make 
them ‘obedient’ and ‘fearless’; and the method is 
to help the poor physically first and then work 
up to higher regions of mentality. 

‘Arts and Industries’: This part of the pro- 
gramme alone cannot be begun for want of 
funds. The simplest method to be worked upon 
at present is to induce Indians to use their own 
produces and get markets for the artwares etc. of 
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India in other countries. This should be done by 
persons who are not only not middlemen them- 
selves, but who will devote the entire proceeds of 
this branch to the benefit of the workmen. 

4. The wandering from place to place will be 
necessary till ‘people come to education; and 
their religious character will carry with ita much 
greater weight than otherwise. 

5. All castes are open to our influence. So long 
the highest only have been worked upon. But 
since the ‘Karma department is in full operation 
in different famine-centres, we are influencing 
the lower classes more and more. 

6. All the Hindus nearly approve our work; 
only they are not used to practical co-operation 
in such works. 

7. Yes, from the very start we are making no 
distinction in our charities or other good works 
between the different religions of India. 

Reply to Miss N. according to these hints. 

Yours affectionately, 
Vivekananda* 


We don’t have any record of Miss Noble’s que- 
ries or any other such report, which might have 
been sent to her. 

Following December, Miss Noble sailed for 
India, to be metamorphosed into Sister Nive- 
dita and begin her new life of spiritual trans- 
formation and dedication to the noble cause of 
Hinduism and Mother India—the cradle of all 
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cultures and civilisations. feNe 
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Belur Math: A view from the Ganga 


An Organisation of Gods 


Swami Ishatmananda 


T WAS AT THE END OF THE 19703 or early 

1980s. I was visiting Ayodhya, the birthplace 

of Sri Ramachandra. I took a rickshaw, and 
the driver was really good. He took me to dif- 
ferent temples and ashrams. I asked him to stop 
so that I could have my lunch. He said: ‘Swami, 
would you like to eat with other holy people? 
There is a bhandara (feast for sadhus). I thought 
it would be a good chance to meet other holy 
people. He took me to an ashrama and said that 
he would wait outside. 

The courtyard was full of people, and I went 
to make pranams at the temple. When I came 
out, I met a person with a very serene face, who 
said that he was the Mahant (swami-in-charge) 
of the ashrama. I told him that I was a brahm- 
achari (novice) of the Ramakrishna Order. He 
showed me great respect and took me to the 
place where all the head swamis of different 
orders were taking lunch. 


Swami Ishatmananda is the minister-in-charge of 
Vivekananda Vedanta Society, Chicago, USA. 
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I whispered to the Mahant (swami-in-charge) 
that I was just a brabmachari and should sit with 
the other brahmacharis (novices). He then smiled 
and said: ‘Oh brahmachariji, we consider every 
member of the Ramakrishna Mission as a very holy 
personality.’ Then he said that the Ramakrishna 
Mission is an organisation of gods. I cannot for- 
get the respectful way this senior monk of the 
Ramayat Sampradaya said these words. 

It was in Andaman, where I had a conversa- 
tion with a retired marine engineer. He was a nice 
gentleman, and had a great love for our Rama- 
krishna Mission in Port Blair. While talking 
about the Ramakrishna Mission monks, he sud- 
denly commented: ‘In the olden days the Rama- 
krishna monks were very spiritual, but I do not 
think that they are now. I was taken aback. Then 
I remembered that one day he mentioned that his 
father had passed away at a very young age; and 
he worked two jobs to raise his younger brothers 
and get them an education; but then they mar- 
ried and wanted to separate from him. When I 


reminded him, he unhappily said: “Yes, I have 
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told them not to show their faces to me.’ I told 
him: ‘Sir, you are angry because your brothers 
wanted to establish separate families, but that is 
very natural with males. Two brothers may love 
each other, but would still like to have their own 
way of life. There is nothing wrong with it. The 
male ego prompts us to do like that. Now, look at 
the Ramakrishna Mission swamis. We are nearly 
2,000 in number—all educated and having indi- 
vidual opinions about life. Moreover, we are from 
different religious, cultural, and linguistic back- 
grounds. Even then, we have remained together 
for over 125 years. Do you know how it is pos- 
sible? Through self-abnegation, the Ramakrishna 
monks try to erase their egos. That is the reason 
why they are united even though they are differ- 
ent in so many other things. The Ramakrishna 
Mission is a living example of unity in diversity, 
and that is spirituality. People sometimes con- 
sider miraculous powers as spirituality. No! Spir- 
ituality is to be free from the ego. 

Once I met a Minister of a country from 
Middle East. When I was about to introduce 
myself as a monk of the Ramakrishna Mission, 
the Arab gentleman held my hands and said: 
‘Oh Swami, I know the Ramakrishna Mission. 
I have studied about the organisation. Yours is 
the only religious Order which has so many edu- 
cated and very capable people. I don’t know any 
other organisation that has it. 

Those who have studied the life of Swami 
Vivekananda must remember that wonderful inci- 
dent of jealousy-free love. Once a group of San- 
skrit scholars came to meet Swami Vivekananda 
and wanted to discuss religious matters in Sanskrit. 
Although Swamiji knew Sanskrit very well, he had 
lost touch with spoken Sanskrit during his long 
stay in America and the West. Swamiji’s brother 
disciple, Swami Ramakrishnananda, became wor- 
ried about the debate between Swamiji and the 
pundits. He then ran to the shrine and started 
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praying to Sri Ramakrishna to save Naren so that 
he should not be insulted by these scholars because 
of a small grammatical mistake. That proved not 
only his love for Swami Vivekananda, but the jea/- 
ousy-free mind of a monk, who himself was cap- 
able of conversing with the scholars. 

It also happened with me! I was giving a talk at 
our centre in Barisha, Kolkata, and the very senior 
monk, who was in charge of the ashrama, noticed 
that I was coughing and having a lot of trouble 
with my throat. Noticing that the devotees were 
liking my discourse, Swamiji himself ran to the 
kitchen, boiled some water and brought it to me 
on the dais. ‘Please drink it, this will make your 
throat alright’ he said in a very affectionate voice. 
“These people are liking your discourse, so please 
continue for some more time.’ Not feeling jealous 
over popularity of someone else shows spirituality. 

Very recently I was talking with one of our 
senior administrative swamis over the phone, 
and he was highly praising a very junior swami: 
‘Do you know so and so swami has become very 
popular, and I am very proud of him’ The legacy 
of jealousy-free love is continuing. 

Bhagavan Sri Ramakrishna categorically said 
that God-realisation is the goal of human life. 
He also gave instructions on how to realise God 
and summed it up in his own words: ‘Ami mole 
ghuchibe janjal; if you can remove the ego, then 
all problems are solved’ How to remove the ego? 
Swami Vivekananda, the great disciple of Sri 
Ramakrishna, described four paths to God-real- 
isation: Jnana Yoga, Raja Yoga, Bhakti Yoga, and 
Karma Yoga. He incorporated the four yogas in 
the spiritual practices of the Order for the holistic 
growth of the monks and expressed the idea in the 
symbol of the Ramakrishna Order. Ramakrishna 
Mission Brahmacharis and Swamis follow this 
path very sincerely. At the same time, according to 
their individual temperaments, they take up one 
yoga to reach the ultimate goal, namely liberation. 
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I had the good opportunity to observe two 
great swamis, Swami Vireshwarananda and 
Swami Abhayananda, visiting the shrine of 
Sri Ramakrishna Dev at Belur Math together. 
Swami Vireshwarananda, the then president of 
the Ramakrishna Order, stood before the image 
of Sri Ramakrishna with folded hands. He was 
the embodiment of pure devotion. At the same 
time, Revered Abhayananda Maharaj, the then 
manager of Belur Math, was standing as if to 
check the puja preparation of Sri Ramakrishna, 
which was his duty. He was not offering pra- 
nams. Wondering about this, I asked another 
senior Swami the reason. He replied: “Bharat 
Maharaj (Swami Abhayananda) preferred to 
practise the path of Knowledge’ It was a great 
experience to see the two great flows of the reli- 
gious path, Jnana and Bhakti—Knowledge and 
Devotion, standing side by side in front of Sri 
Ramakrishna, who is the goal of all the paths. 

I cannot forget the nice experience, which I 
had at our Murshidabad ashrama. I was visiting 
that ashrama from Andaman and sharing a room 
with a brahmachari attached to that centre. I 
stayed with him for three nights, and every night 
I observed the brahmachari meditating on his 
bed from 2:00 AM to 4:30 AM, then going to 
the shrine to join the morning prayers. When 
I asked him which yoga he preferred, he shyly 
said: ‘I love Swami Vivekananda’s Raja Yoga. 

It happened in Belur Math. After lunch, I took 
a little rest and went out to see the huge empty 
courtyard and to enjoy the bank of the holy river 
Ganga. When I was near Swami Brahmananda’s 
temple, I heard the sound of sobbing. I was won- 
dering: “Who is crying at this time and why?’ Fol- 
lowing the sound of sobbing, I reached the back 
of Swami Brahmananda’s temple and saw a young 
monk, sitting on his meditation seat and facing the 
holy Ganga. He was praying to the Holy Mother 
to give him liberation in this very life itself, while 
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sobbing like a child. I stopped there and went back 
silently, without disturbing that devoted heart. 

Every member of the Ramakrishna Order is 
focused on the goal of his life, for which he has 
left his hearth and home, and that is Mukti— 
liberation from the bondage of Maya, from the 
cycle of birth and death. Outwardly, it is difficult 
to understand, because no one wants to demon- 
strate his spiritual practices. Every monk is like 
an open book—no hypocrisy, no secrecy—but 
everyone is sincere in his role as a monk of this 
great Order. The one who is giving a lecture at 
the university, and the one who is working in the 
vegetable garden or cow shed, sit side by side in 
the big dining hall at Belur Math. They are all the 
same. All are children of bliss. Sometimes they 
may be cutting jokes and having fun. An outsider 
may wonder what type of monks these people 
are. They, perhaps, do not know that simplicity 
is the basis of spirituality. 

The spiritual practice of the Ramakrishna 
Order monk is very difficult. It is a fast-growing 
organisation with almost every monk shoulder- 
ing some responsibility of the administration. 
They may be in charge of a school or college. 
Every post is the post of an administrator. Even 
the swami, who is in charge of the cow shed, or 
the swami, who is in charge of the kitchen, may 
have to hire and fire workers or manage accounts 
of Rs. 100,000 a month. In administration, the 
basic quality is the assertion, whereas in monas- 
tic life it is the negation of the ego: ‘Not me, but 
thou. Balancing between these two is the most 
challenging sadhana of any monk. Being a wan- 
dering monk, having no responsibility but facing 
the challenge of food and shelter is a difficult 
thing. But having everything and remembering 
that you are a monk and don’t belong to this 
world is a great practice. 

I feel blessed that Iam by God’s grace a mem- 
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History and Significance of Relief Activities 
of Ramakrishna Mission 


Swami Gopalananda and Swami Purneshwarananda 


WAMI VIVEKANANDA, during his victo- 

rious lecture tour after returning from the 

West, stated that every nation has a cen- 
tral ideal that forms the backbone of its national 
life. For some, it is politics; for others, it is the 
economy, and so on. The central theme of the 
Indian nation is religion and spirituality. Simi- 
larly, every religious organisation has a cen- 
tral theme around which all other activities 
revolve. Some of the present religious organisa- 
tions are known for their temple architecture, 
some for their bhajan-kirtans, and others for 
their religious discourses. The central theme of 
Ramakrishna Mission has been its various ser- 
vice activities with the ideal of serving God in 
Man. Moreover, for the past 125 years, relief ser- 
vices have played a major role in these service 
activities, which have helped in shaping a dis- 
tinct identity for Ramakrishna Mission in the 
present society. The story of the relief services 
of the Ramakrishna Mission is as old as the Mis- 
sion itself and since its inception, the march of 
our relief and rehabilitation work has been con- 
tinuing in an ever-increasing dimension. The pol- 
icy and procedure of relief services which were 
developed in the early days were so effective that 


Swami Gopalananda resides in Ramakrishna Mission 
Sevashrama, Varanasi. Swami Purneshwarananda 
serves in Ramakrishna Mission, Sahudangi Hat, West 
Bengal. Both had a long association with the relief 
activities of Ramakrishna Mission. 
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not only do they stand solid even after decades of 
commencement, but are also studied and emu- 
lated by other organisations in this field as well. 

When Swami Vivekananda was travelling in 
different parts of India as a wandering monk, he 
was deeply pained to see the pitiful condition 
and social backwardness of the poor masses of 
the country. He decided to dedicate his life to 
the uplift of the downtrodden masses. In Guja- 
rat, he was very much impressed to see the self- 
less service of an Ayurvedic physician Sri Jhandu 
Bhat Vitthalji. Swami Akhandananda, a brother 
disciple of Swami Vivekananda, was also greatly 
impressed by Vitthalji. He later confessed: ‘Serv- 
ing and loving man is the highest good. This I 
have learned especially by seeing it practised in 
Vitthalji’s life’ During his own travels through- 
out the country, Swami Akhandananda had also 
experienced deep pain on seeing the utter misery 
of the hapless masses. Inspired by the ideal of self- 
less service, he realised the urgent need to start 
service activities as a means of social upliftment 
and a way to inspire the people of the country 
to dedicate their lives towards a higher cause. 
Before undertaking any such activity, he wanted 
to know Swami Vivekananda’ opinion, who was 
in America at that time. He wrote to Swamiji 
and in June 1894 got the following encourag- 
ing reply: “The Gerua robe is not for enjoyment. 
It is the banner of heroic work. You must give 
your body, mind and speech to the welfare of the 
world. The poor, the illiterate, the ignorant, the 


117 


128 Prabuddha Bharata 


afflicted—let these be your God. Know that ser- 
vice to these alone is the highest religion’ After 
receiving this enthusiastic reply, Swami Akhan- 
dananda organised one school at Khetri for the 
poor boys and supervised it for about six months 
till it started functioning smoothly. 

After Swami Vivekananda’s triumphal return 
from the West, he established Ramakrishna 
Mission on 1 May 1897. Soon after that, he left 
for Darjeeling to recoup his lost health. Mean- 
while, Swami Akhandananda also left Calcutta 
ona pilgrimage to Nabadwip and Murshidabad. 
At this time, a famine was raging in Nadia and 
Murshidabad districts and he was shocked to see 
the misery and utter helplessness of the suffering 
people of those places. He felt the inner urge 
to help them and so settled down in the village 
Mahula, some 10 km from Murshidabad. When 
he wrote to his brother disciples for help, they 
dissuaded him. They wondered how he could 
help them, being a penniless Sannyasi. But he 
was so overwhelmed that he could not move 
away from that place. In the meantime, Swami 
Vivekananda returned to Calcutta and after 
reading his letters was deeply moved. He imme- 
diately sent Rs.150/- and two monastic workers 
to help. Thus the first organised relief work of 
the Ramakrishna Mission had a small beginning, 
within just two weeks of its formation, by the 
way of the distribution of rice among 18 famine- 
stricken families. This distribution, which con- 
tinued for several months among an increasing 
number of families residing in neighbouring vil- 
lages irrespective of their religious beliefs, led 
to the foundation of the first branch centre of 
Ramakrishna Mission in Sargachhi. 

Another significant relief activity during 
those early years was the medical relief work 
conducted by Belur Math in the wake of the 
outbreak of plague in Calcutta in the year 
1898. Though the Government arranged for 
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vaccination against the plague, there was a wide- 
spread rumour that it was killing people by those 
vaccines. Hence, the situation became worse as 
people panicked and started fleeing the city hel- 
ter-skelter. Swami Vivekananda, who was rest- 
ing in Darjeeling, rushed to Calcutta on hearing 
the tragic news. He convened a meeting of the 
Mission and later printed a handbill in Bengali 
and Hindi in order to bring the society back to 
normalcy. The circular read in part as follows: 
‘Don't be afraid. There is no reason to become 
panicky. Don’t believe in rumours. The British 
Government does not give vaccination forcibly. 
Let the rich fly away. We are poor, we realise 
the pangs of the poor. If you have none to help 
you, immediately send word to the servants of 
Sri Ramakrishna at Belur Math, we will extend 
our help as much as possible by the grace of the 
Divine Mother. 

Though that year the outbreak subsided soon, 
it reappeared as an epidemic in 1899 and 1900 in 
which several people died. Ramakrishna Mission 
started its relief work on 31 March 1899 under 
Swamiji’s direction and did considerable work 
in a well-organised way. Sister Nivedita and seve- 
ral monks like Swami Sadananda played a pio- 
neering role which still remains a blazing ideal 
in the annals of the organisation. During this 
plague relief work of the Mission in Kolkata, 
Swamiji even went to the extent of taking the 
harsh decision of selling the newly acquired Math 
land to raise the requisite amount to conduct the 
service; although this decision was annulled by 
the prophetic vision of the Holy Mother, who 
prophesied that the purpose of Mission will not 
be exhausted with just one relief work. 

Whereas Swamiji was very particular about 
spending the money for relief work, he was 
against the wastage of money. While instruct- 
ing the monks engaged in the above-mentioned 
Plague Relief work, Swamiji said: 
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Since only one or two sporadic cases 
of plague have occurred there, there is 
plenty of accommodation in the Govern- 
ment Plague hospital, and there is a talk 
of having hospitals in every ward. Taking 
all this into consideration, do what the 
situation demands. But remember that 
something said by somebody in Baghba- 
zar does not constitute public opinion. ... 
Take care that funds do not run short in 
times of need and that there is no wast- 
age of money (Complete Works, 8.452). 
Soon after, famine relief operations 
were conducted by Swami Triguna- 
titananda at Dinajpur from August 
1897 to November 1897; Swami Virajananda 
at Deoghar in 1897; Swami Prakashananda in 
Dakshineswar from October 1897 to January 
1898; and Swamis Kalyanananda and Swaru- 
pananda at Kishengarh (Rajputana) in 1899. 
Since then, relief has been a major plank of 
the humanitarian service programmes of the 
Ramakrishna Mission. Though in the early 
years, relief operations were mainly conducted 
in Bengal with a couple of isolated operations 
elsewhere, with the spread of its influence and 
opening of new branch centres, Ramakrishna 
Mission subsequently extended relief opera- 
tions in other parts of the country as well. These 
include famine relief in Puri in 1908-09, 
Benaras in 1916-17; flood relief in Amherstin 
1920-21 and Akyab (Burma—now Myan- 
mar) in 1926-27, in South India at places like 
Coimbatore, Tanjore, Salem, and Travancore 
in 1924-25 and in the North India—Vrind- 
aban, Mathura, and Dehradun in 1924-25; 
earthquake relief was provided in Dharmasala in 
1905-06, in Pegu (Bago, Myanmar) in 1930-31, 
and North Bihar in 1934. 
The history of Ramakrishna Mission’s re- 
lief services is a saga of dedication and sacrifice. 
Monks serving in the name of the Ramakrishna 
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Refugees without shelter standing for rations at Ramakrishna 
Mission relief camp at Manikganj, Bangladesh, 16 May 1971 


Mission have this feeling at the back of their 
minds that they are not merely performing an 
act of social service, but are indeed serving God 
in the form of the hungry, the distressed, and 
the depressed. It is this attitude of Siva jiane 
jiva seva that benefits society and at the same 
time elevates the one who serves individually. 
This service is not the result of pity, duty, guilt, 
or desires. It is the result of the perception of 
oneness, of identity, with the persons served. 
There is no hesitation or calculation before 
doing this kind of service. It is a free offering 
with no strings attached as both the receiver 
and the giver feel blessed and uplifted. Each of 
those who served in these service activities had 
his own unique experiences—which are some- 
times harrowing and heart-rending—of their 
contact with the victims, of the seemingly insur- 
mountable barriers that they crossed in order to 
provide relief, and of the personal dangers that 
they encountered. There are numerous inter- 
esting stories in this saga which present them- 
selves as a case-studies of religion in practice. 

In 1978, West Bengal was hit by unpreced- 
ented floods which affected many districts 
causing immense damage to life and property. 
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Though the Mission started relief services by 
the way of distributing food among the flood 
victims, a paucity of funds soon hampered the 
operation. Moreover, that year the crisis was so 
intense that even the Government was unable 
to provide a sufficient quantity of food materials 
to the Mission for distribution. Swami Atmas- 
thananda, who was then the Assistant Secretary 
of the Ramakrishna Mission and in charge of its 
relief operations, went to the Math bhandar (cen- 
tral store) and asked the monk-in-charge (Bhan- 
dari Maharaj) to allow him sufficient rice and 
dal so that the distribution of cooked food (khi- 
churi) may continue at Mali Panchghara in Salkia 
area of Howrah district. The Bhandari Maharaj 
expressed his inability to accede to his request 
as the entire stock of grains was kept especially 
for preparing the viraat bhoga (public feeding) 
during the upcoming Durga Puja celebration. 
Thereupon, the Swami went straight to the then 
President Maharaj, Most Revered Swami Viresh- 
waranandaji Maharaj, and apprised him of the 
situation. Most Revered President Maharaj was 
so moved on hearing the pitiful condition of 
the affected people that he subsequently con- 
veyed the same to Swami Abhayananda, the then 
Manager of Belur Math. Swami Abhayananda 
immediately gave his consent to take the required 
food materials from the bhandar and directed the 
Bhandari Maharaj to take the necessary steps. 
Revered President Maharaj specifically men- 
tioned that there will be no viraat bhoga during 
the Durga Puja and the entire stock will be ex- 
pended for relief purpose only. Thus, that year 
the Divine Mother partook of her food offerings 
through thousands of flood victims. 

In the aftermath of the devastating flash 
floods in Uttarakhand in June 2013, the Mis- 
sion conducted massive relief and rehabilitation 
services benefiting thousands of affected fami- 
lies. The monks engaged in relief work toiled 
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hard through rough terrains, inclement weather, 
and challenging conditions to extend a helping 
hand to the poor people living through a literal 
nightmare. One of the monks in the relief team 
relived his endearing experiences thus: “We used 
to go out for survey in groups of two monks and 
a volunteer. We would start in the morning, have 
food in hotels or eateries nearby that had sur- 
vived the deluge, and if that was not available, 
begged for our food in some villages on the way. 
We used to return before dark and managed the 
paperwork. If the materials had arrived, we made 
packets of these relief materials at night for dis- 
tribution the next day. Sometimes, after the dis- 
tribution was over, we took it upon ourselves to 
visit the surveyed villages personally. We would 
seek out a few people, mostly old or widows, 
who had none to look after them; their sons or 
husbands were either dead or did not care for 
them. They could not come to the distribution 
point, which was a little far off. We usually took 
some relief items with us and handed them to 
these people and the look on their faces was 
gratifying. I could feel a profound satisfaction 
in my innermost being; only then I understood 
what Swamiji actually meant by Siva jane jiva 
seva. I especially remember an old lady smiling 
ecstatically with a toothless grin, and the feeling 
I had was simply indescribable. 

‘Sometimes incidents just revealed the cycle 
of destruction and creation, sorrow and joy 
existing side by side. Once when we were sur- 
veying a village near Guptakashi towards Mayali, 
we came across a family which had lost all its 
male members—the father and two sons, one 
of whom was recently married; only the elderly 
lady, her daughter and daughter-in-law survived. 
The day we reached the village, the daughter- 
in-law gave birth to a son and the entire village 
rejoiced! The villagers fed us sweets exclaiming, 
“Thank God, the family continues” 
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Relief services have been 
undertaken almost every year 
on different scales and in dif- 
ferent forms throughout the 
country in response to both 
natural and man-made disas- 
ters. These disasters often take 
a heavy toll on both people, 
who are often caught unaware, 
and on property, which is often 
not resilient to these disasters; 
hence relief services in their 
wake must be immediate and =~ 
encompassing. The central administration as 
a whole plays a significant part in these major 
operations by not only extending all forms of 
encouragement and support to the front-line, 
but also by playing a balancing act of having to 
respond to disasters through relief and at the 
same time making sure that the on-going acti- 
vities of the organisation are not hampered by 
monks being redeployed on the front-line, as 
the Ramakrishna Mission does not maintain a 
permanent pool of monks or volunteers who 
solely engage in relief. The high standards of efh- 
cacy maintained in relief services lies in the vast 
organisational network of the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion, comprising various branch-centres, monks 
and volunteers, which allow it to reach the dis- 
tressed humanity right at the grass-roots level 
and enable it to meet their immediate and long- 
term needs. Through its profound experience 
of providing relief continually for over a cen- 
tury, the Mission has developed a two-pronged 
approach of mitigating the immediate needs 
through primary relief, which takes the form 
of distributing food, clothing, medicines and 
other necessities and providing temporary shel- 
ters. Long-term needs on the other hand range 
from constructing houses and shelters to eco- 
nomic rehabilitation and follow-up programmes. 
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Another very important aspect of relief ser- 


vice is that its purpose is to extend support to 
the affected persons at the time of crisis and 
help them to stand on their own feet. This sup- 
port must be extended until the persons become 
self-reliant. It must be made sure that the benefi- 
ciaries do not become unnecessarily dependent 
on the relief and thus hamper their individual 
development. In September 1918, at Rajshahi 
(now Bangladesh) a relief operation was initi- 
ated for the flood victims and the operation con- 
tinued for three months. When the people were 
able to recover, the relief was closed down. How- 
ever, certain organisations out of emotionalism 
began criticising the Mission for ‘withdrawing 
too early’. Swami Saradananda, the then Gene- 
ral Secretary of the organisation, conceiving the 
subtle distinction between real help and indis- 
criminate charity, announced: “The Mission very 
well knows in the light of its previous experi- 
ences, when to start a relief service and when to 
terminate it. Those who want to continue the 
relief work for a longer period out of over-enthu- 
siasm ought to learn more. Though this state- 
ment drew criticism, he remained firm. 

In recent times itself; the Mission has con- 
ducted such large-scale relief services as the 
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Cooked food distribution to Aila Cyclone victims 
in West Bengal, June 2009 


Odisha Super Cyclone Relief (1999-2001), Gu- 
jarat Earthquake Relief (2001-03), Tsunami Re- 
lief (2004-06), Sidr Cyclone Relief (2007-08), 
Bihar Kosi Flood Relief (2008-10), Aila Cyc- 
lone Relief (2009-10), Uttarakhand Flood Re- 
lief and Rehabilitation (2013-15), and Covid-19 
Relief (2019-21) apart from regular relief op- 
erations (Details are given in the adjoined table). 
Nearly 50 metric tons of milk powder, 60,000 
blankets, and various other clothing and food- 
stuffs are annually distributed among the poor 
and needy through our various branch centres. 
In recent years, the Mission has increasingly 
started to conduct relief activities in other coun- 
tries like Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Fiji, 
South Africa, Brazil, Japan, and the like. The 
scale of Ramakrishna Mission’s relief operations 
may not be as large as some of the international 
NGOs, yet it attracts admiration from the bene- 
ficiaries and general people for its quality of ser- 
vice, transparency in the utilisation of funds, and 
universality in serving people from all walks of 
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life without the slightest consideration of caste, 
creed, religion, gender, or complexion. 

The significance of the Mission’s relief ser- 
vices lies in the idea that service in not merely 
an act of charity buta specific method of spiri- 
tual practice as initiated by Sri Ramakrishna 
and popularised by Swami Vivekananda. For 
more than a hundred years, the monks of the 
Order have dedicated themselves whole- 
heartedly to the service of humanity by com- 
mitting themselves to the idea that through 
the medium of providing material and emo- 
tional succour to the suffering humanity at 
the time of natural and man-made devasta- 
tion, as well as by extending educational and 
medical support, God may be worshipped in 
His Universal presence. 

It must be remembered that relief is not 
just an activity of the Ramakrishna Mission, 
it is who we are; it is what we do! It contri- 
butes immensely to the very identity of our 
organisation. Elevating relief work to the level 
of worship, Swami Madhavanandaji Maharaj 
once said that just as we are not supposed 
to compromise our spiritual practices des- 
pite hundreds of work before us, similarly we 
should not shy away from relief work. This is 
how in our relief work the sacred and secular 
merge into one! 


Relief and Rehabilitation Work of the 
Ramakrishna Mission 


Right from 1897, when Ramakrishna Mission 
was founded, it has conducted extensive relief 
operations for the victims of natural disasters 
such as cyclone, flood, earthquake and fire al- 
most every year and man-made calamities such 
as riots. A summary of some of the major re- 
habilitation projects undertaken by the Mission 
for victims of disasters over the years is given in 


the following table: 
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SI. Relief and Year Location Work done Amount 
No. | Rehabilita- spent (Rs.) 
tion (Place 
and Type) 
1 Bihar Earth- 1934 Bihar 
quake Relief 
2 West Bengal 1943-1944 | West Bengal 
Cyclone Relief 
3 East Pakistan | 1947-1950 | East Pakistan 
Refugee Relief 
4 Tripura Riot 1947-1950 | Tripura 
Relief 
5 Burma Eva- 1948 Burma 
cuees’ Relief 


6 Famine Relief | 1951-1954 | Darbhanga, 
Purnea, 24 
Pgs. (W.B.), 
Royalaseema, 
Ahmednagar, 
Pune 


7 Flood Relief 1954-1957 | Darbhanga, 
Cooch Behar, 
Dhaka, East 
and West Go- 
davari, Ram- 
nad, Tanjore 

Flood Relief 1958-1964 | Batticola, 

Chacar, Kutch, 
Surat, Balasore, 
Midnapur, 
Cuttack, 
Saurashtra, 
Madras, 
Tanjore 

9 


Refugee Relief | 1964-1965 | Kurud, Kati- 
har, Banpur, 
Gode etc. 

10 Cyclone Relief | 1965-1966 | Uchipalli and 

Rameswaram 

Drought 1966-1969 | Banda, 

Relief Mirzapur, 
Hazaribagh 
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East Pakistan/ | 1971 East Pakistan / 0.27 crore 
Bangladesh Bangladesh 

Evacuees 

Relief 


1977-1978 | Andhra 0.68 crore 
Pradesh 
Maharashtra 1993-1997 | Maharashtra 646 earthquake resistant houses, | 5.25 crore 
(Latur) (Latur) 3 schools, 3 community halls 
Earthquake and 6 children’s parks. 
1996-2000 | Andhra 3 school-cum-cyclone-shelters, | 3.5 crore 
Pradesh Pradesh 1 bridge and 1 children’s park. 
Cyclone 
16 Murshidabad | 1997-1999 | Murshidabad | Primary relief*. 
Flood Relief 
17 Gujarat 1998-2000 | Gujarat 282 houses, 3 school-cum- 1.15 crore 
Cyclone cyclone-shelters and 2 commu- 
nity-hall-cum-prayer-halls. 


1999-2001 |} Orissa 330 cyclone-proof houses, 5.5 crore 
6 school-cum-cyclone-shelters, 
30 deep bore wells. 
Gujarat Earth- | 2001-2003 | Gujarat 390 houses, 81 school buildings, | 20 crore 
2 community halls, 2 prayer 
halls, 7 water reservoirs / ponds, 
etc. 
India and 2004-2006 | India and Sri 403 mechanized boats, 49 cata- | 26 crore 
Sri Lanka Lanka marans boat, fishing gear, etc. 
i provided; construction of 310 
houses, 4 community halls. 
Bangladesh 2007-2008 | Bangladesh Primary relief *. 0.63 crore 
Cyclone 
(SIDR) Relief 


West Bengal 2009-2010 | West Bengal Primary relief*. 2.69 crore 
and Bangla- and Bangladesh 

desh AILA 

Cyclone 
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18 West Bengal 1999-2000 | West Bengal 676 houses and 31 tube wells. 
Flood 
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Phailin 2013-2014 | Andhra Primary relief*. 0.94 crore 
Cyclone Relief Pradesh, 
Odisha and 
West Bengal 
Hud-Hud 2013-2014 | Andhra Primary relief*. 1.45 crore 
Cyclone Relief Pradesh 
Uttarakhand | 2013-2015 | Uttarakhand Primary relief*. and construc- 12.03 crore 
Flood tion of 3-storied Girls’ Hostel 
building and Post-Graduate 
block 
Nepal and 2015-2016 | Nepal and Primary relief*. 3.52 crore 
India Earth- 
quake Relief 
Tamil Nadu 2015-2016 | Tamil Nadu Primary relief*, construction of | 6.14 crore 
Flood Relief 215 low-cost houses and 
2 community halls. 


30 Drought 2016-2017 | Karnataka, Distributed 2,24,72,800 litres 0.59 crore 
Relief in Maharashtra of drinking water among 66,679 
Karnataka, and Telangana | families. Accomplished a water 
Maharashtra supply project under which 
and Telangana it has laid 10,000 metres of 

HDP pipeline, supplied 10 
water tanks, installed 7 water 
filters in 7 schools, installed 7 
Reverse Osmosis Plants, sunk 2 
bore-wells, installed a pump set 
and water conservation project 
which involved dredging of 2.5 
km stretch of the river Kanadi 
at Shiur village in Ahmednagar 
district. 


Flood Relief | 2017 Assam, Bihar, | Primary relief*. (food, clothes, | 1.70 crore 
(India) Gujarat, Tamil | blankets, utensils and medicine). 
Nadu, Uttar 
Pradesh and 
West Bengal 
32 Kerala Flood | 2018-2019 | Kerala Primary relief*. distributed 8.84 crore 
various construction materials 
to a poor family, constructing 
8 anganwadis (rural childcare 
centre) 


33 FaniCyclone | 2019-2020 | Odisha and Primary relief*. 1.5 crore 
West Bengal 
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Bulbul 2019-2021 | West Bengal Primary relief *. Construction of | 2.62 crore 
Cyclone and Bangladesh | two storied hostel building cum 

storm shelter house, bore a sub- 

mersible pump, 44 two-room 

houses and 38 washrooms 
Amphan 2020-2021 | West Bengal Primary relief *. Construction 8.31 crore 
Cyclone and Bangladesh | of 4 Multipurpose Relief Shelter 

cum Non-Formal Education 

Centres, reconstructed a school 

building, house building 

materials among 230 affected 

families whose houses had been 

damaged 


37 Yaas Cyclone | 2021-2022 | Odisha and Primary relief *. Construction of | 4.9 crore 
West Bengal a house 


38 Flood Relief 2021-2022 | Andhra Primary relief*. 3.15 crore 
Pradesh, 
Assam, Bihar, 
Gujarat, 
Kerala, Tamil 
Nadu and 
West Bengal 


*Primary Relief = Distribution of food, clothes, blankets, utensils, medicine, solar lantern etc. Os 


Covid-19 2019-2021 | India, Bangla- | Primary relief*. started Covid 46 crore 
desh, Fiji, care centres, 96,000 doses were 
Philippines, administered in vaccination 
Singapore, centres, providing oxygen cylin- 
South Africa, | ders, distributed Medical Kits 
Sri Lanka, with Covid-preventive medi- 
USA, Zambia | cines, Oxygen Concentrators, 
Pulse Oximeters etc. 


o you think these Sannyasin children of Shri Ramakrishna are born simply to sit under trees 

lighting Dhuni-fires? Whenever any of them will take up some work, people will be astonished 
to see their energy. Learn from them how to work. ... The knower of Brahman never seeks his own 
happiness. But what is there to prevent him from doing work for the welfare of others? Whatever 
work he does without attachment for its fruits brings only good to the world—it is all ‘for the good 
of the many, for the happiness of the many’. 


—Swami Vivekananda 
(Complete Works, 7.168, 180) 
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Ramakrishna Mission: Its Ideals and 
Activities—A Fresh Look 


Swami Samarpanananda 


T IS A MATTER OF great satisfaction and 

pride for those associated with the Rama- 

krishna Mission that the sacred organisa- 
tion is celebrating its 125th year of founding—a 
period during which it has stood erect uphold- 
ing high the banner of its twin ideals—self-reali- 
sation and the welfare of the humanity—handed 
over to it by Swami Vivekananda in 1897. Dur- 
ing this period, it has churned out great monks 
of exceptional spiritual achievements in hun- 
dreds, and has served tens of millions unself- 
ishly, unflinchingly, and without any kind of 
discrimination. This kind of service, in which 
there is no demand or expectation, can be per- 
formed only by a caring mother. And, that is 
what this holy organisation is—a caring mother 
for the humanity, catering to different needs of 
people silently. 

This paper presents a perspective of the forces 
that have shaped this organisation and are at 
work to usher it into the future. 


The Sprouting 


The story of Swami Vivekananda’ mission in 
life began from the time that Sri Ramakrishna 
requested him, the great sage, to come down 
from the spiritual plane of Saptarshi mandal, 


Swami Samarpanananda serves in Ramakrishna 
Mission Vivekananda Educational and Research 
Institute (RKMVERI, a deemed university) based 
in Belur Math. 
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the heavenly abode of seven sages, to this earth. 
His mission, however, went into the top gear 
from the moment he addressed the crowd with 
his now famous ‘Sisters and Brothers of America 
... at the World Parliament of Religions, Chi- 
cago, on 11th September, 1893. From then on, he 
and his work were in the full public glare, invit- 
ing praise, criticism, and ridicule. Indifferent but 
committed, he continued to deliver talks, write 
letters, and inspire people tirelessly. 

Swamiji’s works, preserved and published in 
nine volumes, is quite intense and varied, making 
it difficult for a common reader to get a compre- 
hensive view of it. However, a broad classifi- 
cation of his works can be done as: 

1. Teaching of the spiritual truths as recorded 
in books like Inspired Talks. 

2. Explanations based on the scriptures as in 
Raja Yoga. 

3. His struggle to change the future of India, 
and 

4. His efforts to establish the Ramakrishna 
Mission, which was to work for the above three 
ideals. 

This article is about the last point, the found- 
ing of the Ramakrishna Mission, and seeing the 
larger picture of Swamiji’s efforts through it. 

Many stories and theories are current to sug- 
gest the factors that led to the founding of this 
great organisation. Each of these descriptions is 
truly wonderful, but the one that seems to be more 
fundamental is described by Marie Louise Burke: 
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One of the things Swamiji observed in the West 
and pondered over as an element essential not 
only to his work in India but to the new East- 
West culture he envisioned was the power of 
organization. Shortly after the Parliament of 
Religions, he remarked to his Chicago hostess, 
Mrs. John B. Lyon, that he had had ‘the great- 
est temptation of his life in America. And when 
she teasingly asked, “Who is she, Swami?’ he 
burst out laughing and replied, “Oh, it is not 
a lady, it is Organisation. Why a temptation? 
“We [Hindus]’ he would say two years later in 
connection with religion, ‘believe that organi- 
sation always brings new evils’ But convinced 
that without organization the ‘machine’ he 
wanted to set in motion would inevitably stall, 
he struck again and again at the basic obstacle 
to (and bane of) all organized work. “We can- 
not give up jealousy and rally together. That is 
our national sin.” 


In a letter, Swamiji wrote: ‘My whole ambi- 
tion in life is to set in motion a machinery which 
will bring noble ideas to the door of everybody, 
and then let men and women settle their own 
fate. Let them know what our forefathers as well 
as other nations have thought on the most mo- 
mentous questions of life.” 

There are many such utterances by Swamiji 
through which we get a peep into his mind re- 
garding the founding of this holy organisation. 
It was clear to him that he needed the organisa- 
tion, but he was also conscious of the fact that 
every organised religion or a religious organi- 
sation brings a new type of illness that causes 
harm to the society, or at least can be the cause 
of its own downfall. As can be seen everywhere, 
any system initially serves its purpose well, but 
with time it becomes energy deficient and con- 
sumes more energy to maintain itself than in 
doing the work for which it was intended. This 
is true of engines, governments, societies, com- 
panies, organisations, and so on. 
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Even after knowing these truths, why did 
Swamiji start an organisation, and what was to 
be its roadmap? This demands a closer look at 
what Swami Vivekananda’s mission in life was. 
Speaking in a more orthodox way, what was 
that special reason for which Sri Ramakrishna 
brought the great sage from the Saptarshi man- 
dal? Or, even more serious than that, why Sri 
Ramakrishna, the God, manifested on this earth 
in the human form? 


The Raison D’etre: The Five Ideals 


The most clear and concise idea behind the in- 
carnation of God comes from Bhagavadgita, 
according to which God incarnates to protect 
dharma from dharma glani, the deterioration 
of dharma, which can be due to the loss of focus 
on the ideal, or because of the upsurge of some 
evil force inimical to the balance in the society. 
Explaining this, Sri Shankaracharya wrote in his 
introduction to Gita that ‘God comes to pro- 
tect the Brahminhood of the Brahmins, mean- 
ing that God incarnates to protect the spiritual 
ideals of the Vedas, which are the way of a Jnani 
moving towards non-duality, and the way for 
those for whom duality is the truth. Sri Rama- 
krishna explained that God comes to teach Jnana 
and Bhakti. Jnana is when one sees that every- 
thing is Brahman alone, while Bhakti makes 
one see that God has become everything in the 
universe. 

In each of these definitions, one thing that 
stands out is that the chief role of an incarna- 
tion is to infuse spirituality conducive to the par- 
ticular age, without letting go of the ultimate 
spiritual ideal of the Vedas. This is what Sri 
Ramakrishna came for and this is what Swami 
Vivekananda did all his life. 

Looking closely at the works of Swami 
Vivekananda, we find five core ideals standing 
out as the working model to fulfil the purpose of 
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the incarnation. These five ideals act as the sieve 
through which every other idea must pass to be- 
come one with the greater ideal of the purpose 
of the incarnation of the age. Even the activities, 
pitfalls, and the road ahead have to be checked 
and counterchecked through these only. 

(a) Brahma Vidya: According to Swami 
Vivekananda, the highest spiritual ideal of the 
Vedas and consequently that of Hindu reli- 
gion is Brahma Vidya, or Jivanmukti, accord- 
ing to which one can and one must attain the 
highest spiritual knowledge of divine oneness 
of all, here and now, as narrated beautifully in 
Gita (5.19): ‘Ihaiva tairjitah sargo; one can at- 
tain freedom here and now: This truth is also 
presented in famous dictums like “Sarvam khalu 
idam Brahma; whatever is, is Brahman’, which is 
Intelligence, Existence and Bliss; ‘Zat tuam asi; 
you are That. The speciality of Brahma Vidya is 
that one does not have to wait for death to go to 
some heaven to reap the fruits of one’s spiritual 
life; rather, one can get it here itself. 

Talking about the essence of science, the great 
Physicist, Richard Feynman had said: 


If, in some cataclysm, all of scientific knowledge 
were to be destroyed, and only one sentence 
passed on to the next generation of creatures, 
what statement would contain the most infor- 
mation in the fewest words? I believe it is the 
atomic hypothesis that all things are made of 
atoms—little particles that move around in per- 
petual motion, attracting each other when they 
are a little distance apart, but repelling upon 
being squeezed into one another. In that one 
sentence, you will see, there is an enormous 
amount of information about the world, if just 
a little imagination and thinking are applied.” 


The same is true of religion too. Brahma 
Vidya is the ultimate of the spiritual science— 
keep it intact and every religion, as also every re- 
ligious ideal can be revived from it. Elaborating 
on this, Swamiji once wrote: 
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Now I will tell you my discovery. All of religion 
is contained in the Vedanta, that is, in the three 
stages of the Vedanta philosophy, the Dvaita, 
Vishishtadvaita and Advaita; one comes after 
the other. These are the three stages of spiritual 
growth in man. Each one is necessary. This is 
the essential of religion: the Vedanta, applied to 
the various ethnic customs and creeds of India, 
is Hinduism. The first stage, ie. Dvaita, applied 
to the ideas of the ethnic groups of Europe, is 
Christianity; as applied to the Semitic groups, 
Mohammedanism. The Advaita, as applied in 
its Yoga-perception form, is Buddhism etc.* 


Sri Ramakrishna came and brought Swami 
Vivekananda with him to re-establish and reaf- 
firm Brahma Vidya, the mother of all spiritual 
ideals. They had no other purpose—everything 
else they said or did were fallouts of this truth 
only. Every talk of Swami Vivekananda on spiri- 
tuality is about the ideals of Brahma Vidya and 
every talk on religion by him is his effort to lead 
a person to that ideal. 

(b) Hindu religion: When we go through 
the scriptures of different religions, we realise 
that the concept of Brahma Vidya is unique to 
Hindus only. No race or religion has yet suc- 
ceeded, and can never succeed in reaching the 
spiritual heights where Indian sages roamed 
freely—the sphere where the spiritual lungs of 
other people would burst due to the lightness of 
existence. The very nature of the religions of the 
world, particularly those of the ‘revealed’ reli- 
gions is such that these can never lead their follo- 
wers to the state of Brahma Vidya. 

It is a miracle that the Hindu religion survives 
in spite of all the persecution that it has faced 
and all the social ill that it carries within itself. 
God must be saving this religion from passing 
into oblivion simply because it alone discovered 
and possesses Brahma Vidya. 

Anyone who wishes to preserve Brahma 
Vidya has to work for the preservation of the 
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Hindu race. Swami Vivekananda’s numerous ut- 
terances, and his entire series of talks in Lectures 

from Colombo to Almora is about the importance 
of the Hindu religion and its preservation, as 
also its strengthening for this purpose. 

(c) India: Hindus are spread all over the 
world, but they have primarily lived in India 
since time immemorial. It is here, in this country, 
that the most sacred and universal texts of the 
Vedas were composed; it is here that the sages 
exclaimed in wonder their discovery of the great 
truths related to Brahma Vidya: ‘Aham brahma 
asmi; the individual is one with the universal? 

India is not a mere idea but is also a geogra- 
phical mass whose every inch of land is fertile 
for spirituality. Explaining this, Swamiji said: ‘If 
there is any land on this earth that can lay claim 
to be the blessed Punya Bhumi, to be the land 
to which all souls on this earth must come to 
account for Karma, the land to which every soul 
that is wending its way Godward must come to 
attain its last home.” 

The importance of protecting India, along with 
its spiritual ideals, was so important to the larger 
purpose of Swami Vivekananda’s life mission that 
he spoke often about its importance, as in: 

‘Shall India die? Then from the world all spir- 

ituality will be extinct, all moral perfection will 

be extinct, all sweet-souled sympathy for reli- 
gion will be extinct.® 

“This nation still lives; the raison détre is it 
still holds to God, to the treasure-house of reli- 
gion and spirituality.” 

‘... in spite of all the changes that have 
come to India, as to our social surroundings, 
our methods of dress, our manner of eating, 
our modes of worship—these universal truths 
of the Shrutis, the marvellous Vedantic ideas, 
stand out in their own sublimity, immovable, 
unvanquishable, deathless, and immortal.* 


And, finally: “The reason that we Indians are 
still living, in spite of so much misery, distress, 
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poverty, and oppression from within and with- 
out is that we have a national idea, which is yet 
necessary for the preservation of the world.” 

Swamiji’s love for India was not merely patri- 
otism but was because of much more serious rea- 
sons. The country along with its culture and the 
keepers of culture had to be preserved and raised. 

(d) Sri Ramakrishna: It was explained how 
incarnations come to re-infuse spirituality, whose 
highest ideal is Brahma Vidya, preserved by the 
Hindus. Sri Ramakrishna is the latest incarnation 
who came for this purpose. The importance of Sri 
Ramakrishna and his teachings in Swamiji’s works 
is too numerous, and unnecessary to be quoted 
or explained here. Suffice it to say that according 
to Swamiji, “Shri Ramakrishna’s teachings are 
“the gist of Hinduism’; they were not peculiar to 
him. Nor did he claim that they were.”° The en- 
tire Hindu spiritual wisdom acquired over tens of 
thousands of years, find full verification in him. 

Those, desirous of serving Swamiji’s mission, 
have to keep Sri Ramakrishna at the head of 
every activity they perform. 

(ec) Ramakrishna Mission: To preserve the 
spiritual ideals as maintained by the Hindus in 
India and revitalised by Sri Ramakrishna, there was 
a need for a machine that would keep the ideals 
alive. Swamiji did this by founding the Rama- 
krishna Mission which was not to be a ‘Babaji’s 
akhara’, meaning, a place where rituals and obser- 
vances alone are of importance. This organisation 
was to be new not only in name but in its very 
approach to life—which would produce monks 
of calibre and inspire people to attain the highest. 

In a conversation with his disciple, Swamiji 
explained: 


... fone great Sannyasin like Shri Ramakrishna 
comes in a thousand years! For a thousand years 
after his advent, people may well guide them- 
selves by those ideas and ideals he leaves behind. 
It is only because this monastic institution exists 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


Ramakrishna Mission: Its Ideals and Activities—A Fresh Look 141 


in the country that men of his greatness are born 
here. There are defects, more or less, in all the in- 
stitutions of life. But what is the reason that in 
spite of its faults, this noble institution stands yet 
supreme over all the other institutions of life? It 
is because the true Sannyasins forego even their 
own liberation and live simply for doing good 
to the world. If you don’t feel grateful to such a 
noble institution, fie on you again and again!" 


He further asserted: 

This band will increase. This idea of wonderful 
liberality joined with eternal energy and pro- 
gress must spread over India. It must electrify 
the whole nation and must enter the very pores 
of society in spite of the horrible ignorance, 
spite, caste-feeling, old boobyism, and jealousy 
which are the heritage of this nation of slaves.’” 


What Swamiji was telling here is true for 
Brahma Vidya, India, Hinduism, and the 
Sannyasins, who were to be organised as an 
institution with a clear purpose and ideal. 

In brief, these are the five ideals for which 
Swamiji was brought down from the highest 
state of existence and for which he worked him- 
self to death. As can be seen, each of these ideals 
is dependent on each other—take away one, 
and the others will get compromised. So, the 
institution that Swamiji set up makes sure and 
must make sure that these ideals do not ever get 
diluted. This is what the Ramakrishna Mission 
has been doing and must continue to do. 


The Four Paths 


India has lived long with the four aims in life 
known as dharma, artha, kama, moksa. Swamiji 
never stressed on the first three, since these are 
the means to attaining the fourth, moksa. So, 
what was the way to join hands in his mission of 
preserving the Brahma Vidya? What was the way 
by which one could become blessed and help 


others become blessed? 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


The implementation of the five ideals men- 
tioned above can be worked out through one or 
more of the four paths, which are a distillate of 
the words of Swamiji. One can do so by becom- 
ing a monk or even while living in the world. 
Indeed, Swamiji’s ideas and missions have a won- 
derfully fresh approach. 

(1) Vidya: Education and knowledge were of 
primary importance to Swamiji, with the caveat 
that education had to be much more than book 
learning. The idea was that one should dedicate 
to some branch of knowledge, and strive to be 
great in that. This field of knowledge can be any- 
thing, starting from the art of cleaning to the 
study of the most abstruse subjects. The crux 
lies in becoming the best in that area of know- 
ledge. A cobbler who mends shoes well is better 
than a king who runs the affairs of the kingdom 
shoddily. 

(2) Sampad: Swamiji spoke volumes on how 
India was to be raised, but one idea that sticks 
out among all those is what he spoke at an infor- 
mal meeting in America in his early days: 


I believe that the Hindoo faith has developed 
the spiritual in its devotees at the expense of the 
material, and I think that in the Western world 
the contrary is true. By uniting the materialism 
of the West with the spiritualism of the East I 
believe much can be accomplished. It may be 
that in the attempt the Hindoo faith will lose 
much of its individuality.”* 


When asked, “Would not the entire social 
system of India have to be revolutionized to do 
what you hope to do?, Swamiji replied, “Yes, 
probably, still the religion would remain unim- 
paired’ (ibid.). 

This approach can be called “Diluted materi- 
alism’ This is the way forward for India, where 
there will be no discrimination of any kind; there 
would be prosperity, and there will be spirituality 
at the core of everything. 
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So, the organisation was to help people find 
ways to create wealth for the nation so that the 
masses could be raised from the dire plights they 
were in. 

(3) Seva: For those who cannot do either of 
the above two, the service of India is the most 
suitable ideal. This can be done by treating every 
Indian and every Hindu as brothers and sisters, 
and serving them with sincerity, commitment, 
and dedication. Elaborating on this, Swamiji said: 

... be proud that thou art an Indian, and 

proudly proclaim: ‘I am an Indian, every In- 

dian is my brother. ... The ignorant Indian, the 
poor and destitute Indian, the Brahmin Indian, 
the Pariah Indian, is my brother. ... The soil of 

India is my highest heaven, the good of India is 

my good.”"* 


He further said: 
Then and then alone you are a Hindu when 
the very name sends through you a galvanic 
shock of strength. Then and then alone you are 
a Hindu when every man who bears the name, 
from any country, speaking our language or any 
other language, becomes at once the nearest 
and the dearest to you. Then and then alone you 
are a Hindu when the distress of anyone bearing 
that name comes to your heart and makes you 
feel as if your own son were in distress. Then 
and then alone you are a Hindu when you will 
be ready to bear everything for them.” 

For most ordinary minds, Seva is the best 
ideal. One can serve India, Hindu Dharma, Sri 
Ramakrishna, or the Ramakrishna Mission, to be 
blessed. Imagine a teacher in a village college, who 
knows that he cannot be completely dedicated 
to Vidya (as explained above), nor can he create 
wealth for the nation, although he can do a bit of 
both. He, however, can dedicate himself to the ser- 
vice of the nation by taking special care of his stu- 
dents, who are the future citizens of the country. 

This ideal can be practised by all—every doc- 


tor, government employee, teacher, businessman, 


132 


service sector employee, and everyone else can 
practise it. It does not require any special effort. 
It only requires a change of attitude. 

(4) Tyaga: The idea, as mentioned in the be- 
ginning, is the preservation and continuation of 
Brahma Vidya. So there will always be a need 
for people who dedicate themselves to it. Since 
God and the world cannot stay together, the 
men of God have to be established in complete 
tyaga—renunciation, irrespective of which path 
of sadhana they take. 

In brief, Ramakrishna Mission stands for 
the five core ideals and the four paths, as de- 
scribed. It has been my privilege to be closely 
associated with the ideals and activities of the 
Ramakrishna Mission for the last halfa century, 
first as a student and then as a monk. I strongly 
feel that this is what Swamiji wished us to know 
and follow in our daily lives, and this is why he 
set the grand machine of welfare for all—the 
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Ramakrishna Mission. Ow 
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Insights into the Uniqueness and Global 
Reach of the Ramakrishna Mission 


Swami Muktidananda 


ISTORY HAS SEEN MANY teligio- 

spiritual movements, of which the 

Ramakrishna Mission is one of the 
newest and most authentic. The origin and de- 
velopment of the Ramakrishna Mission span- 
ning 125 years have been authentically recorded 
as a matter of recent history and are not mytho- 
logical or imaginary. 


Divine and Unique Origin 


Starting with the birth of Sri Ramakrishna in 
West Bengal in 1836, the Movement’s origin is 
both divine and unique. Divine, because it is 
inspired by the mystical circumstances of Sri 
Ramakrishna’s birth, his religious insights, and 
his spiritual experiences. Its uniqueness lies in a 
universal approach, which is evident, not despite, 
but because of its intense patriotism rooted in the 
broad-based Hindu cultural heritage of India. 


The All-inclusive Goal 


Swami Vivekananda wanted the Ramakrishna 
Mission to have a goal that is wide, inclusive, and 
conceptually complete: ‘Atmano moksartham 
jagat hitaya ca’ \t represents a powerful call for 
the spiritual well-being of the individual as well 
as the welfare of humans and all living beings in 


Swami Muktidananda is a trustee of Ramakrishna 
Math, a member of the governing body of Rama- 
krishna Mission and also the Adhyksha, Sri Rama- 
krishna Ashrama, Mysuru. 
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the world. The twin ideals of individual and col- 
lective well-being offer a testimony to the genius 
of Swami Vivekananda, who envisaged this dual 
ideal: The highest self-transcendence is ‘Atmano 
moksa’, and its actualisation is in ‘jagat hita’. This 
open-ended philosophy of reason and experien- 
tial spirituality, accompanied with service for 
universal well-being, if adopted the world over, 
would allow and stimulate humans to ascend 
gradually and teleologically to newer heights in 
civilisation. 

This socio-spiritual movement, unhindered 
by and transcending above the prevailing narrow 
domestic walls of caste and religion, inspires 
much-needed harmony based on the basic solida- 
rity of life. Further, the Ramakrishna Movement 
accepts the diversity of life, faith, culture, and the 
unity of human existence. It encourages the pur- 
suit of knowledge, reason, and moral values of 
peaceful co-existence but laterally, it allows and 
also binds itself to, diverse forms of devotional 
practices. However, the Ramakrishna Mission dis- 
courages dogmatism and encourages catholicity. 


Non-Sectarian Nature 


Progressive and open-ended, the Ramakrishna 
Mission ensures the vertical and horizontal deve- 
lopment of all communities. Though centred 
around the incarnation of Sri Ramakrishna, it 
accepts diverse incarnations and saints and scrip- 
tures of spiritual worth across antiquity, shades 
of faith, and a variety of reason-based religious 
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and spiritual practices. It is practical and all- 
embracing, for it rejects no practice that is true 
and genuine. Given to no particular cult, the 
Ramakrishna Mission rises above distinctions of 
race, sect, and creed. Sri Ramakrishna had cau- 
tioned his main disciple, Swami Vivekananda, 
to be careful not to make his organisation one 
more cult. While many religio-cultural move- 
ments eventually break into antagonistic sects, 
the Ramakrishna Mission emphasises the uni- 
versal principle of harmony: Unity in diversity 
and oneness of existence. 


Integration of the Sacred and the Secular 


The relief activities of the Ramakishna Mission 
have allowed its monks to serve victims of nat- 
ural calamities from diverse backgrounds in a 
track record of service spanning 125 years. Its 
service activities have the motto ‘Siva jane jiva 
sevad or the service of divinity in humans. It thus 
integrates the spiritual and the secular, an idea 
echoed in Sister Nivedita’s words that appear 
in the introduction to the first volume of the 
Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda: ‘No dis- 
tinction, henceforth, between sacred and secular. 
To labour is to pray. To conquer is to renounce. 
Life is itself religion. To have and to hold is as 
stern a trust as to quit and to avoid. 


Socio-Religious Service Oriented 
Progressive Movement 


The Ramakrishna Mission is a progressive socio- 
religious, spiritual-cultural movement which 
incorporates the time-tested knowledge of the 
religious, spiritual, and service ideals of all reli- 
gions in all walks of life with present-day rele- 
vance and future-oriented vision. The Mission 
also accepts the essential core spiritual content 
of all religions to be true in their particular 
contexts. It is open to members of any religion 
who would accept its broad-based ethical and 
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spiritual guiding principles prescribed by Sri 
Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda. It in- 
cludes monastic and non-monastic lay members 
of the larger, worldwide Ramakrishna Move- 
ment, in which is embedded a practical spiritual 
world order. Its basis is the spiritual experiences 
of Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda 
and their direct disciples, and subsequent lumi- 
naries of the Ramakrishna Order of monks. Its 
foundation is ¢apasya and spiritual experiences 
which are rooted in the ideal of compassion- 
ate service. To understand the significance of 
the vast spiritual vision as well as the progres- 
sive and inclusive cultural and spiritual ap- 
proach of the Ramakrishna Mission in some 
depth, one has to deeply study the life, ideas, 
and ideals evident in the luminous lives of Sri 
Ramakrishna, Holy Mother Sarada Devi, and 
Swami Vivekananda. 


Global Spread of the Ramakrishna Order 


Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission 
has 310 centres all over the world. It has 213 
centres in India, and 97 centres and thousands 
of followers in Eastern and Western countries. 
It has the potential to expand to many more 
countries and different communities. Although 
it arose in India and is rooted in the Sanatana 
Dharma, the Mission’s reach is multiracial and 
humanistic in its approach, lending itself to dif- 
ferent norms of universal ethics. 


Freedom from Regimentation 


The Ramakrishna Mission, in its unitary, syste- 
matic organisational framework, is free from reg- 
imentation. It accommodates all believers of any 
faith who would conform to the broad-based 
moral and spiritual principles laid down by Sri 
Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda and the 
essential scriptures of Sanatana Dharma—with- 
out uprooting them from their respective faiths. 
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Synthesis of Divergent Ideas 

While analysing various aspects of the Rama- 
krishna Movement over the 125 years of its 
history and its range of ideals, principles, and 
activities, one might reflect and wonder whether 
there are other movements, either in India or 
the world over, that have a similar all-inclusive 
mosaic. In its synthesis of ideals and goals and 
its adaptability, one is inspired to recognise its 
universality and uniqueness. However, in mat- 
ters of the spirit, what is important is not the 
superiority of one over the other, but the trans- 
formation of human consciousness. All religions 
and faiths are attempting to achieve this. 

If we study the life and teachings of Sri Rama- 
krishna, Swami Vivekananda, and Holy Mother 
Sarada Devi and 125 years’ service record and 
literature produced by Ramakrishna Math and 
Mission, one can find synthesis in the following 
12 areas: (1) Ancient and Modern, (2) Tradition 
and Innovation, (3) Science and Religion, (4) 
Secular and Spiritual, (5) Universality and Pat- 
riotism, (6) Individual Liberation and Collective 
Wellbeing, (7) Philosophy and Practice, (8) The 
East and the West, (9) Work and Worship, (10) 
Faith and Reason, (11) Intellect and Emotion, 
and (12) Knowledge and Devotion. 

It is natural to expect explanations of each 
of these twelve syntheses, but due to limita- 
tions of space, it is beyond the scope of this art- 
icle to do so. However, those who have a clear 
understanding of the life and teachings of Sri 
Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda can easily 
identify these twelve syntheses, nay even more. 


Comparative Analysis 


It might be rewarding to substantiate the 
unique and synthetic attributes of the Rama- 
krishna Movement through comparative studies 
of the modern neo-spiritual movements like 
Brahmo Samaj, Theosophical Society, Western 
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modernisation, Bahai Movement, Semitic reli- 
gious denominations, and other similar move- 
ments. Such comparative studies aim to clarify 
the perspectives of various neo-spiritual move- 
ments with reference to their distinctive fea- 
tures and not to claim the superiority of one over 
the other. Comparative study always strives to 
bring out the common basis of various faiths 
and also how and why they vary and diverge 
in their philosophical approaches even though 
the ultimate goal of religions is emancipation 
or transformation of the consciousness or ex- 
perience of God. The wide scope, including 
the social impact, of the Ramakrishna Mission 
across the world is reflected in various state- 
ments of endorsement offered over the decades 
by luminaries from different walks of life like 
Mahatma Gandhi, Sri Aurobindo, Rabindranath 
Tagore, Romain Rolland, and many others. But 
a systematic and deeper study of the spiritual 
elements of different faiths will give us more 
insight as to how we humans should progress 
by naturally selecting the best and most suit- 
able aspects of different paths and integrating 
them into a more widely acceptable progressive 
spiritual path which is capable of transforming 
human consciousness into Divine consciousness. 
The life and teachings of Sri Ramakrishna and 
Swami Vivekananda, the forerunners and guid- 
ing lights of the present era, embody the churn- 
ing of various time-tested spiritual ideas, ideals, 
and practices and show humanity how to march 
forward by integrating and tailoring the various 
spiritual paths according to one’s spiritual need. 

It is worth recalling Romain Rolland’s observa- 
tions about Sri Ramakrishna in his analysis of the 
Ramakrishna Movement. He writes: “The man 
whose image I here evoke was the consummation 
of two thousand years of the spiritual life of three 
hundred million people. ... But his inner life em- 
braced the whole multiplicity of men and gods.” 
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Extension of Centres from 

Cosmopolitan to Rural 

An overview of the spread of the ideals of the 
Ramakrishna Order reveals that it is catering to 
the needs of both urban dwellers and the tribal 
poor in remote rural areas, such as Narainpur 
in Bastar district of Chattisgarh, relatively un- 
touched by civilisational advancement and 
state-led development. Another example is the 
100-year-old free hospital in the high-altitude 
Himalayan monastery of Mayavati. The centres 
of the Ramakrishna Mission, apart from India, 
extend from a remote northern Canadian town 
to southern Australia, Brazil, South Africa, and 
eastern Japan. Seekers of different shades of cul- 
ture have begun to appreciate its broad-based 
spiritual mosaic that accepts all and rejects none, 
which Swami Vivekananda extols in his famous 
musical composition: ‘Acandalapratihatarayo 
yasya prema-pravahah, Lokatitopyahaha na 
jahau loka kalyanamargam; His compassion 
[that of Sri Ramakrishna] for the well-being of 
all has flowed and flooded with no discrimi- 
nation of the lowest strata of society. 


Cultural and Socio-Spiritual Adaptability 


Though the Ramakrishna Movement began and 
operated out of a dilapidated old building in Bara- 
nagore, Kolkata, in its early years, its centres have 
now sprouted, over 125 years, in modern cities such 
as New York, San Francisco, and Hollywood in 
the United States, Buckinghamshire in the United 
Kingdom, Gretz in France, and Kanagawa-ken 
near Yokohama in Japan, to name a few. This 
global spread gives us a glimpse of its cultural and 
socio-spiritual potential and its adaptability to di- 
verse cultural habitats and geographical locations. 

Ramakrishna Movement has about 1,800 
monastics including novices and innumerable 
volunteers and devotees all over the world. They 
adore true science and modern technologies as 
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much as rustic lifestyles in deep forests similar to 
the Gurukula style of living in tune with nature. 
The Ramakrishna Order combines the ancient 
disciplines of sannyasa centred in the Upani- 
shads with modern attire, lifestyle, and food 
habits, in order to bring a life of mendicancy 
to the reach of modern society. The scientific 
method was dear to Swamiji and he had a vision 
for the social transformation of India by gath- 
ering scientific knowledge to study the objective 
world. At the same time, Swamiji encouraged re- 
ligious practices rooted in orthodox Vedic prac- 
tices such as homa and yajia with awareness of 
their benefits from a scientific perspective. 

Traditional modes of worship are upheld 
along with innovative modes of living and ac- 
tive engagement with society. Mission schools 
and colleges offer education for secular know- 
ledge and livelihoods, but within a background 
of spiritual awareness. 

The Ramakrishna Mission is able to attract 
number of renunciates every year into its fold 
in 310 centres in India and abroad. It has a fol- 
lowing of lakhs of spiritual seekers around the 
world. Millions in the world today are looking for 
genuine, practical, non-sectarian spiritual inspir- 
ation where there is scope for self-transformation 
and self-actualisation. The Mission guides people 
in a subjective, spiritual search through the syn- 
thesis of Jnana Yoga, Bhakti Yoga, and Raja Yoga 
and also welfare of the world through Karma 
Yoga. The approach of the Ramakrishna Mission 
is not static religiosity but dynamic seeking with a 
vast spiritual vision to accommodate the needs of 
family life as well as the needs of society. It strives 
to reach out to all strata of society, all levels of in- 
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Ramakrishna Mission: Its Ideal and Activities 


— in the Light of the Discussions of the 1st Convention 
of the Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission 


Swami Jnanavratananda 


HE PRABUDDHA BHARATA, one of the 
official English journals of the Rama- 
krishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission, 
to commemorate the 125th anniversary of Rama- 
krishna Mission which is being celebrated from 
May 2022 till May 2023 all over the world, is 
publishing a special issue on ‘Ramakrishna 
Mission: A Perennial Source of Inspiration’. 

The 1st Convention of the monastics and lay 
devotees of Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna 
Mission was held from rst to 8th April 1926 at 
Belur Math, in which the direct disciples of Sri 
Ramakrishna participated. Very important dis- 
cussions took place in that convention regarding 
the ideal and activities of the organisation (i.e. the 
twin institutions namely ‘Ramakrishna Math’ and 
‘Ramakrishna Mission’) and its administration. 
Some very important points, collected from those 
discussions, along with the ideas of Swami Viveka- 
nanda, have been presented in this article, which 
are very useful and shall always remain fundamen- 
tal principles of the Ramakrishna Movement. 


Founding of the Sangha and the Ideal 
Placed Before Us by Swamiji 


Swamiji wrote in a letter to his Madras disciples: 


Swami Jnanavratananda is a trustee of Ramakrishna 
Math, a member of the governing body of 
Ramakrishna Mission, and also the Manager of 
Ramakrishna Math, Belur Math. 
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“My whole ambition in life is to set in motion a 
machinery which will bring noble ideas to the 
door of everybody, and then let men and women 
settle their own fate. For that purpose, he estab- 
lished the ‘Ramakrishna Mission Association’ 
on 1 May 1897 in the house of Balaram Bose at 
Kolkata. In the inaugural meeting of the Asso- 
ciation, Swamiji said, 
The conviction has grown in my mind after all 
my travels in various lands that no great cause 
can succeed without an organisation. ... Let 
this Association be named after him, in whose 
name, indeed, we have embraced the monastic 
life, with whom as your Ideal in life you all toil 
on the field of work from your station in family 
life, within twenty years of whose passing away 
a wonderful diffusion of his holy name and 
extraordinary life has taken place both in the 
East and the West. We are the servants of the 
Lord. Be you all helpers in this cause.* 
Swamiji presented the twin ideal, for all and 
also for posterity, as ‘Atmano moksartham jagat 
hitaya ca; for one’s own liberation and for the 
welfare of the whole world’ 


Purpose 


This ideal will lead its followers forward to reach 
the highest goal of life, which, according to Sri 
Ramakrishna is God-realisation. A few inspiring 
words of Kedar-baba (Swami Achalananda), a 
disciple of Swamiji, are to be remembered in 
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this context. While speaking in a conference of 
the monks of the Order, he said: “Brothers, you 
are all Sri Ramakrishna’s children. In the midst 
of the glamour of external wealth and the din 
and bustle of work, do not forget the ideal for 
which you have left hearth and home, making 
your parents shed tears. Be firm-minded and be 
up and doing to reach that ideal, even at the cost 
of your life’ 


Secret of Success 


How can we be successful in realising this ideal? 
Swami Saradanandaji Maharaj, the first secretary 
of the Ramakrishna Math and Mission, guided 
us in the matter, thus: 

1. ‘Hold fast to the ideal, for the ideal has in 
it the stored up energy, the Kundalini, be- 
hind every movement—and judge your- 
selves and others by its effulgent light. Thus 
alone, can you make ... a success for the 
permanency and glorification of the work. 

2. “The success ... depends entirely upon the 
sincerity and unity of purpose of those 
who would apply it to their special case.” 

In another way, Swami Shivanandaji Maharaj 

has guided in this matter by saying: “The secret 
of success lies in the absence of jealousy. * 


Why Do People ‘Accept’ the Ramakrishna 
Movement? 


In the present day, if we look around, we find 
that the Ramakrishna Movement has made its 
place in the society all over the globe, attracting 
people to its spiritual as well as multifarious hu- 
manitarian and welfare activities, conducted in 
line with the ideal set by Swamiji. The reasons 
behind such attraction and acceptance of the 
common people have been nicely put before us 
by Swami Saradanandaji Maharaj: 
1. ‘If the movement has real life in it and is 
based on essential truths governing human 


nature and its various functions and acti- 
vities, it will survive, grow and drive its 
roots gradually into men’s hearts ... 

2. “The movement... finds a secure footing in 
due time by the recognition of its existence 
and utility by the society.® 


What Help is Derived from ‘Opposition’? 


Nowadays, because of wide media involvement 
and constant watch over the activities of the 
Order, people try to find faults with the activities 
and get aggrieved. Finding the slightest deviation 
from the ideal of the Sangha, they protest through 
various ways. Swami Saradanandaji Maharaj has 
mentioned the benefits that the Sangha derives 
out of such opposition. He says: “This opposition 
from outside helps the movement to concentrate 
its energies and bring into expression and life the 
fundamental truths on which it stands. 


Dangers Lurking behind ‘Acceptance’ 


In course of time, the Ramakrishna Movement 
has received more and more acceptance by the 
people at large. Swami Saradanandaji Maharaj 
has shown several pitfalls lurking behind such 
acceptance, which are: 

1. “This ... public acceptance is not to be re- 
garded as the millennium in the progres- 
sive career of it. For, security of position 
brings a relaxation of spirits and energy, 
and a sudden growth of extensity quickly 
lessens the intensity and unity of purpose 
that were found among the promoters of 
the movement. 

2. ‘In place of outside opposition we find the 
budding forth in it of an internal oppo- 
sition due to varied opinions of its mem- 
bers, and later, in place of the former 
spirit of sacrifice for truth, of a struggle 
to maintain the secure social position by 
compromising truth with half-truths and 
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a clinging more to the appearance than to 
the spirit of things, which characterise the 
propensity to an easy-going existence. 

3. “The unifying bond of love slackens with 
the incoming of selfish motives. 

4. ‘Members losing sight of the wide out- 
look of the welfare and improvement of 
the movement as a whole. 

5. [Members] form themselves into de- 
tached groups with a view to improve and 
make permanent separate parts of it as un- 
related to the whole. 

6. “The principle of disintegration entering 
thus into its body through this narrow 
channel, goes on dividing the work to 
pieces. 

7. ‘In course of time disobedience to supe- 
riors, vanity, indolence and a whole host 
of other faults crop up within the work to 
ruin it for ever.” 


What to Do in Such Situations? 


Swami Saradanandaji Maharaj has not only made 
us aware of the problems that might come up in 
course of time, but also has suggested necessary 
solutions as well. He said: ‘If the leaders of the 
movement are not aware and watchful enough, or 
neglect to grapple the situation by finding reme- 
dies to check and stop the springing up of those 
evils, you can well imagine the result.* There- 
fore, it is necessary to ponder over and analyse 
the foregoing suggestions and advices and to take 
appropriate steps for the smooth management of 
the Ramakrishna Movement and its activities. 


Words of Caution 


It won't be out of place if we remember the 
words of caution uttered by Swamiji for all the 

members associated with the movement. He 
said: “This Math represents the physical body 


of Sri Ramakrishna. He is always present in this 
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institution. The injunction of the whole Math 
is the injunction of Sri Ramakrishna. One who 
worships it, worships him as well. And one who 
disregards it, disregards our Lord.” 

Swami Shivanandaji Maharaj has also warned 
us in similar fashion. In his speech at 1926 Con- 
vention, he said: “Swamiji wanted to make the 
members of his Math the most willing instru- 
ments in the hand of God for the fruition of his 
work, the fulfilment of which task must confer 
upon them the felicity of the highest spiritual il- 
lumination.”° Side by side, Swami Saradanandaji 
Maharaj in his speech, warned all by saying: ‘If we 
come forward to do their work in any other spirit 
and think too much of ourselves, because we have 
been chosen and allowed to do their work thus 
far, we shall find to our great regret that we have 
been hopelessly rejected and that others have 
been chosen instead to take our places." 


Encouragements 


People associated with the the Ramakrishna 
Order have received encouragement from our 
revered elders for leading a true and meaningful 
life. Pointing at the success of the Sangha, Swami 
Saradanandaji Maharaj has encouraged all thus: 

1. ‘You ... had the good fortune to render 
yourselves as willing instruments in the 
hands of the Master to bring about this 
glorious end. 

2. “The Master and His chosen leader have 
done wonderful work ... through you! But 
still greater works remain yet to be accom- 
plished, and the Master and Swamiji will 
do it all in time, even through you, if you 
keep close to their purity and singleness 
of purpose, their sacrifice and self-surren- 
der for all that is good, true and noble, 
and follow their footsteps with that meek 
and humble spirit with which you have 
followed them.” 
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Swami Shivananda (1854-1934) 


Swami Shivanandaji Maharaj has also encour- 


aged all to go forward in this manner: 
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I. 


5. 


‘Saal alate prefer a (Atmano moksar- 
tham jagaddhitaya ca) is ... the ideal of all 
ideals. I have my fullest confidence in you 
all who have been earnestly endeavouring 
to realise this lofty ideal in life. 


. You do not hesitate to brush aside any 


personal considerations, however strong, 
for the realisation of this ideal—and I 
clearly find Sri Ramakrishna, our Light 
and Guide, working from behind you and 
through you. 


. ‘His benign hands are at the back of all of 


your activities. 


. ‘So long as you have faith in him, so long 


as you consider yourselves as humble in- 
struments in his hands, no power on earth, 
however great, can shake you from your 
position by so much as a jot or tittle. 

‘Putting your faith in our Lord everyone of 


you can say: “Let me stand where Iam and 
I shall move the world.” 

6. ‘Failures are but the stepping-stones to 
success. Viewing success and failure alike, 
work on with unwavering faith in him and 
victory will be yours at the end. 

7. ‘There is joy in being made, used and 
broken; and an equal joy in being finally 
set aside. 


Subsistence of the Sangha 


Our Sangha, as envisioned by Swamiji, will con- 
tinue for many years for the good of all and for the 
welfare of all. In this matter, Swami Shivanandaji 
Maharaj exhorts in a specific manner as below: 

1. ‘This Math is the visible body of Sri 
Ramakrishna. 

2. ‘Swamiji shed his blood for the Math. His 
spirit is still hovering over us. 

3. ‘All those that have gone before us are still 
with us in spirit to help us in all possible 
ways. 

4. ‘We must unfurl all sails so that we may 
take advantage of the divine wind that is 
ever blowing to take us to the destined 
goal. 

5. ‘Love, catholicity, purity, and selflessness 
are the corner-stones of our organisation. 

6. ‘Our organisation lasts as long as the spirit 
of God pervades its atmosphere. 

7. ‘No man-made laws can save it from ruin 
when selfishness eats into its vitals. 

8. ‘Ifyou are trying to become perfect—keep- 
ing intact your allegiance to this Math, 
which gives you every kind of facility for 
reaching that perfection, you will add a leaf 
to the life of the organisation."* 


Leadership 


Swami Vivekananda has guided the leaders of 
the movement in this manner: 
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1. ‘Men fired with zeal of a noble cause and 
having character and fixity of purpose— 
are wanted to render such works per- 
manent and successful.* 

2. ‘Don’t try to be a ruler. He is the best 
ruler who can serve well. Never attempt 
to guide others or rule others or, as the 
Americans say, boss others. Nobody will 
come to help you, if you assume the role 
of a great leader; kill self first if you want 
to succeed.”® 

Swami Shivanandaji Maharaj says: 

1. “The success of an organisation depends a 
great deal upon the capacity of its leader. 

2. “The leader must be always ready to con- 
cede to the opinion of his brother workers 
and try always to conciliate.”” 


Need for Introspection 


Swami Shivanandaji Maharaj says: “Fame is the 
last infirmity of noble minds and it seduces even 
the noblest soul from its path of duty. Hankering 
for fame causes jealousy which in the end spells 
ruin to the organisation.”* 

Swami Saradanandaji Maharaj, in his inaug- 
ural speech, suggested that we should try to 
analyse our success and failure through serious 


introspection. He said: 


... wonderful as it is to think of the wide exten- 
sion that our Mission has attained ... it requires 
us to consider seriously the question, whether 
or not we have gained this at the cost of that 
intense spirit of sacrifice and love for the ideal, 
which inspired us at the beginning—whether 
or not the work that we did at first for the love 
and glory of the Ideal has turned into slavery 
and bondage, through any undue attachment 
on our part to name, fame, power, and position. 
Yes, the time is ripe for consideration and set- 
tlement of such momentous questions—for the 
separation of husks from the grains, or dross 
from the pure metal.” 
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Conclusion 

This report of the first Convention of the monas- 
tics and lay members of the Ramakrishna Math 
and Ramakrishna Mission (1926) is a great his- 
toric document in which the whole proceedings 
of the Convention have been recorded, along 
with the activities of the twin institutions. It is 
an extremely valuable document as it contains 
presentations by the direct disciples of Sri Rama- 
krishna like Swami Shivanandaji, Swami Saradan- 
andaji, Swami Akhandanandaji, and other senior 
monks, on the ideal of the Ramakrishna Move- 
ment along with its analysis from all important 
perspectives. Swami Vivekananda said that the 
Sangha will continue for 1500 years. Therefore, 
such an analysis of the ideal of the Sangha will 
guide the members of the Order through the ages. 
And following those dictums, if the administra- 
tion of both, the individual as well as the collective 
life, of the Sangha is conducted, then everybody 
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will surely reach the highest goal of life. oO 
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Ramakrishna Mission: 
‘Skilfulness in Action’ 


Swami Atmajnanananda 


HEN WE THINK of the ideals and ac- 
tivities of the Ramakrishna Mission, 
the first thought that generally comes to 
our minds is the twin ideal: Atmano moksartham 
jagaddhitaya ca, the beautiful, all-encompassing 
motto of the Order that was coined by Swami 
Vivekananda himself. To the ancient ideal of 
Self-realisation and liberation has been added 
its counterpoint, the welfare of the world. But 
the second half of this ideal is not really an add- 
onat all. The two halves of this motto work toge- 
ther and help to fulfil each other. It is through 
selfless service that we eliminate ego, pride, and 
attachment, and make progress towards spiritual 
realisation, and it is also through our own inner 
self-development that we become fit instruments 
to serve others. This has been the guiding prin- 
ciple of the Ramakrishna Mission from its very 
conception and is still the essential idea behind 
all of its activities. But it is not the only way to 
view the ideal of the Order, and if we look at 
the question from a slightly different angle, we 
find another very beautiful and important idea, 
which cannot easily be overlooked. 


The Secret of Work 


There are certain teachings regarding spiritual 
life that find expression more in examples than 
in words. One of these, I feel, is the emphasis on 


Swami Atmajnanananda is the resident minister at 
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the quality of work, rather than simply the atti- 
tude behind the work. There are of course several 
references to this in the Gita (2.50), particularly 
in the phrase: ‘Yogah karmasu kausalam; yoga is 
skilfulness in work. We find a similar idea with 
the frequent use of the word pramdada in the 
Upanishads and Gita usually with the negative 
prefix ‘a indicating attentiveness, care, clarity 
of purpose, and the like. Unfortunately, when it 
comes to practice, some of the other important 
aspects of Karma Yoga seem to have taken pre- 
cedence over the concept of skilfulness in work. 
This is, in part, natural, for several reasons. 

For example, if we are told not to cling to the 
fruits of action, not to be attached to work, and 
to work without any feeling of pride, there may 
be a natural tendency to pay less attention to the 
quality of the work. If we are told not to have 
expectations and that the fruits of action are 
not within our jurisdiction, why should we be 
concerned about the outcome? If we are jranis 
and look upon the world as unreal, why pay so 
much attention to it? And if everything is tran- 
sitory and insubstantial, why care about trying 
to make anything perfect? When we read in 
the Gita (2.48), ‘Siddhyasidhyoh samo bhitva; 
looking upon success and failure as the same’ 
we may wonder why there is any need to strive 
for success at all, let alone perfection. Even 
the devotee may think: “The Lord cares only 
for the feeling behind our work (bhava-grahi 
Janardanab), so why worry so much about the 
actual work itself?” 
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Ramakrishna Mission: 


While these sentiments may be natural, they 
nevertheless fall under the category of ‘undi- 
gested Vedanta, to borrow a phrase from Swamiji, 
and prevent us from appreciating the great im- 
portance of skilful action. It should be easily 
understood that if we do everything as an offer- 
ing to God, or look upon all work as “Thakur's 
work, it must be done with great care and love, 
even if we understand the transitory nature of the 
work. If we perform every action with full con- 
centration, the results should prove to be as close 
to perfect as possible. And if we really perform 
all work as worship and as an offering to Thakur 
and Holy Mother, we should want the results 
to be beautiful. Taking pride in what we do and 
looking upon our work as an offering, is quite 
different from being boastful and proud. Striving 
to realise a goal is likewise quite different from 
seeking reward for our actions. Furthermore, the 
training of the mind to be able to apply full con- 
centration to whatever we do will carry over into 
our meditation and all other aspects of spiritual 
life as well. That is perhaps why Swamiji once said 
that if one could learn how to properly prepare a 
chillum of tobacco, one could realise God. 

None of these ideas are the least bit contro- 
versial, so why am I dwelling on them so much? 
Because, as I said earlier, I do not think they 
have been put into practice or fully appreci- 
ated in earlier traditions to the same extent that 
they have been practised and understood by 
the monks of the Ramakrishna Order. As we 
have seen time and again, all of the ideas that 
have been emphasised by Swamiji and the other 
direct disciples, find their origin in the life and 
teachings of Sri Ramakrishna and Holy Mother, 
in this case perhaps more by personal example 
than by mere words. Just to cite one instance, 
when one of the disciples forgot to bring back 
an umbrella after a gathering at the Panchavati, 
Sri Ramakrishna remarked: ‘I am often in such 
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a state of mind that I don’t know if my wear- 
ing cloth is on my body or not, but I never leave 
anything behind? And we see how ski/fulness in 
action, not wasting even a moment in idleness, 
was the hallmark of Holy Mother's life. She used 
to say: ‘One should always be active. One should 
never be without work. For when one is idle, all 
sorts of bad thoughts crop up in one’s mind. And 
she herself demonstrated this ideal throughout 
her life. This devotion to attentive, loving, dedi- 
cated work is equally seen in many of the direct 
disciples of Sri Ramakrishna, as well as some of 
the great sadhus of the Ramakrishna Order that 
came after them. This is especially true of those 
who set the standard for dedicated action in the 
early days of Belur Math, Swamis Brahmananda, 
Premananda, and Shivananda in particular. 


Karmasu Kausalam 


What exactly do we mean by the term kausalam? 
It is a very rich term and includes a vast variety 
of meanings: attention to detail; working with 
care, love, respect, and devotion; practising time 
management, patience, perseverance; striving for 
orderliness and even perfection; working with a 
sense of the beautiful. If we want to understand 
it in a negative way, it means the very opposite of 
careless, sloppy, apathetic work (pramada). This 
emphasis on work performed with attention to 
detail, concentration, and devotion applies to 
every aspect of the work and activities of the 
Ramakrishna Mission. But historically, we find 
many examples of its application in, of all things, 
the preparation of vegetables for Thakur’s food 
offering. There seem to be innumerable instances 
of the young monks getting a nice scolding from 
Swami Premananda for doing this work in a 
haphazard, undisciplined way. Swami Brahma- 
nanda used to say that he could even tell what 
kind of meditation the young monks had by 
observing the way they cut vegetables. 


143 


154 Prabuddha Bharata 


Swami Shankarananda (1880-1962) 


Swami Shankarananda 

This tradition, and the stories surround- 
ing the cutting of vegetables, continued with 
the next generation of monks of the Order. 
There is a well-known story regarding Swami 
Shankarananda, the seventh President of the 
Ramakrishna Order. One day, he was making 
the rounds of Belur Math and was observing the 
young monks peeling potatoes. It seems they 
were not making much of an effort to remove 
the outer layer of the potato without wasting 
the flesh of the potato. Without saying much, 
Swami Shankarananda requested someone to 
bring all of the cuttings from the potatoes into 
his room. He then proceeded to peel the skin 
from the cuttings themselves, leaving enough of 
the potato to make a small curry. He then had 
the preparation offered to Thakur in the shrine 
and made sure that the brahmacharis understood 
what he had done and what lesson they were to 


144 


learn from it. When we try to analyse what mes- 
sage Swami Shankarananda was trying to convey 
to the young monks, we find almost every aspect 
of karmasu kausalam included. Every work of 
the Order is ultimately done as an offering to 
Thakur. It must be done with great care, atten- 
tion to detail, and devotion. Everything that we 
possess, really belongs to Thakur and has been 
paid for by the hard-earned money of the devo- 
tees. Therefore, not a bit of it is to be wasted— 
not even the small amount of potato that others 
would simply discard along with the skin. So, 
this one small action by Swami Shankarananda 
carried with it so many precious teachings re- 
garding the secret of dedicated work, and was 
performed in such a way that there was really no 
need for him to even explain it in words. 

Another important aspect of karmasu 
kausalam is ‘living consciously. That means not 
sleepwalking our way through life, but rather 
observing everything carefully, considering 
the ramifications of what we do, how we and 
others are affected by our actions, and being 
fully awake to the task at hand so that there 
is not the slightest hint of pramada or lack of 
attention. This ideal again was one of the most 
prominent characteristics of the life of Swami 
Shankarananda, and it was the advice he gave to 
others on various occasions. 

There is an incident in the life of Swami Swa- 
hananda that illustrates this point very well. He 
was then a young brahmachari and superinten- 
dent of the Belur Vidya Mandir. One day, Swami 
Swahananda approached Swami Shankarananda 
and asked him: ‘What kind of instructions 
should I try to give the young boys here?’ Swami 
Shankarananda replied: “Try to teach them to 
think carefully and thoughtfully before perform- 
ing each and every action. If you are able to in- 
culcate this faculty of discernment within them, 
that will be enough’ 
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Swami Shivananda (Mahapurush Maharaj) 
We find another beautiful example of karmasu 
kausalam in an incident that took place in the life of 
Swami Lokeshwarananda. He had recently joined 
the order and was given the small task of putting 
stamps on some letters written by Mahapurush 
Maharaj. Thinking that Maharaj would be pleased 
if he finished early, Swami Lokeshwarananda 
worked quickly to complete the task without mak- 
ing much of an effort to place the stamps in their 
proper place. As a result, some of them were a bit 
crooked or a little off-centre. He returned the let- 
ters to Maharapurush Maharaj, who received them 
silently. But a little later, Swami Lokeshwarananda 
returned to find Mahapurush Maharaj, patiently 
removing each of the stamps and meticulously 
placing them back in their proper place. It was a 
great lesson for Swami Lokeshwarananda regard- 
ing attention to detail and patience. 


Time Management 


Another important feature of karmasu kausalam 
is proper utilisation of time. I am always amazed 
to think how much literary work was accom- 
plished by Swamis Madhavananda, Gambhira- 
nanda, and others in the midst of all their 
administrative duties. We find that they had an 
incredible ability to order their time in such a 
way that not a moment was wasted, and what- 
ever time was allotted for any particular work 
was utilised with perfect efficiency. When I was 
a young monk, I received a wonderful lesson in 
this regard, which has stayed with me throughout 
my monastic life. I had recently joined the Rama- 
krishna Monastery in Trabuco Canyon, a branch 
of the Vedanta Society of Southern California. 
We had decided to convert one of the bed- 
rooms into a small book store and were making 
the room ready. One of the tasks we had to per- 
form was putting a wooden floor over the concrete 
slab. I was working with Swami Tadatmananda, 
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well-known in our Order for his many beautiful 
paintings of Sri Ramakrishna, Holy Mother, the 
direct disciples, and the like. I was thinking that if 
we put in extra time, we probably could finish the 
job within a few days. But that would have meant 
missing either prayer time, rest time, or mealtime. 
So, Lasked him: “Do we have a deadline for finish- 
ing the work?’ He gave a very simple reply which 
I am sure he did not intend to sound profound. 
But it struck me as very profound nonetheless. 
He said: ‘The schedule is the deadline? By that, 
I understood that we were to work in a steady 
and efficient way during the time allotted for 
work, without rushing or worrying about when 
we would finish. The job itself would determine 
how long it would take and how much time we 
were to devote to each step involved. Our job was 
to pay attention to the quality of work and go on 
with patience and perseverance, paying attention 
to every detail, and not rushing things in order to 
finish as quickly as possible. For me, it was a great 
lesson in karmasu kausalam, skilful action done 
with care, dedication, and devotion. 


Conclusion 


There is one final element involved in skilfulness 
in action that I would like to mention, and that is 
cultivating a sense of aesthetic beauty in whatever 
we do. Many casual visitors to Belur Math are as- 
tonished to see the care and devotion that are evi- 
dent in the beautifully kept grounds, the perfectly 
placed potted plants, the flower decorations in 
the shrines, and the like. Simply to observe the 
monks placing Thakur’s cloth on him, with the 
meticulously formed pleats and folds, is to imme- 
diately understand the joy that comes from work 
done with perfect concentration, attention to 
detail, full devotion, and an eye towards beauty. 
And it is this attitude towards work, not just in the 
shrine, but in all activities, that represent one of the 
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Living Examples of 
Ramakrishna Mission’s Ideals 


Swami Satyeshananda 


HE WHOLE IDEOLOGY of the Rama- 

krishna Mission has been captured in its 

motto, ‘Atmano moksartham jagaddhitaya 

ca; for one’s own salvation and for the welfare of 
the world; formulated by Swami Vivekananda. 

The following are the inspiring stories of 
monks and laypeople who practised the above 
ideal successfully in their lives. 

Swami Satyanandaji (Satish Maharaj) was 
the head of the Ramakrishna Mission Home of 
Service, Varanasi, in the 1930s. A brahmachari 
(monastic novice) was taking care of the patients 
there in the hospital. There were many tuber- 
culosis patients. In those days anti-TB drugs had 
not yet been developed. Consumption is another 
name for tuberculosis. It is called consumption 
as it may cause severe weight loss and wasting, 
and finally consumes or kills the patient. 

This monastic novice who took care of the 
patients with great love and sincerity himself 
contracted tuberculosis. As tuberculosis was 
incurable at that time, he was isolated in a sep- 
arate room. Nobody went near him. Everyone 
was afraid to go near him for fear of contracting 
the deadly disease. He was shunned like an un- 
touchable. This caused deep pain and anguish 
for Swami Satyanandaji. He got the patient 
(young brahmachari) shifted to his living room 


Swami Satyeshananda is an Assistant General Secre- 
tary of the Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna 
Mission. 
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and started serving him with his own hands. But 
the novice did not survive. He breathed his last 
on Swami Satyanandaji’s lap. This tragic inci- 
dent and the untimely death of his beloved mo- 
nastic brother moved Satyanandaji profoundly 
and he resolved that he would establish a Sana- 
torium for TB patients in a place known for its 
salubrious climate. 

From Varanasi, Swami Satyanandaji went to a 
village called Tupudana in the district of Ranchi 
and approached the local landlord sometime in 
1938. The landlord offered him food and clothes 
but Satyanandaji did not accept them. Then the 
surprised landlord asked him: ‘Sadhu Baba, what 
do you want? Why don’t you accept this food 
and clothes?’ Then Swami Satyanandaji told 
him: ‘T have not come here to beg for food and 
clothes from you. I want a plot of land from you’ 

The landlord asked him sarcastically: 
‘Maharaj, wandering Sadhus do not need land. 
Why do you want the land? Do you want to 
build a house, marry and settle down?’ 

Then Swami Satyanandaji told him the whole 
story about his resolve to build a Sanatorium 
for TB patients. The landlord who had lost one 
of his beloved children to this deadly disease 
immediately agreed to donate 36 acres of land 
for building a TB Sanatorium. Then the Sec- 
ond World War raged between 1939 and 1945. In 
1948, the dream of Swami Satyanandaji became a 
reality when Ramakrishna Mission established a 
full-fledged TB Sanatorium in the tribal village 
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of Tupudana in the district 
of Ranchi. Thus, the noble 


aspiration and firm resolve 


rye 


of Swami Satyanandaji to 
serve God in suffering TB 
patients bore fruition. : 

Next is the story of | 
a layperson who is an 
epitome of the ideals of 
the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion—ideals of medita- 
tion, renunciation, and 
service of God in man. 

Sti M Chandra Mo- 
hanji (1939-) is 83 years of age and his ionedice 
energy and zest for service can put even young 
men to shame. A mechanical engineer by pro- 
fession, he worked as a distinguished engineer 
in Heavy Engineering Corporation (HEC) 
at Ranchi for 30 long years. Since 1962 he has 
been involved in the various service activities 
of Ramakrishna Mission Tuberculosis Sanato- 
rium, Ranchi. He became a full-time volunteer 
and an inmate of the Sanatorium Ashrama in 
1993. He works sincerely and incessantly for the 
poor tribal patients of Jharkhand. His love for 
and faith in Sri Ramakrishna, his dedication, 
boundless energy, enthusiasm, and service actiy- 
ities are a model to everyone. He had his spiritual 
initiation from Revered Swami Madhavanandaji 
Maharaj of hallowed memory in 1964 at Belur 
Math. Chandra Mohanji struggles day and night 
to get the best possible medical treatment for 
poor patients. For the last three decades, day 
after day, he has been spearheading the mobile 
service activities of the Sanatorium in distant, 
inaccessible tribal villages, bringing succour and 
cure to thousands of poor people. His life is a 
saga of pure, unselfish, and useful living. He does 
not work for awards, appreciation of people, or 
a covetable status or honour. Chandra Mohanji 
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Ramakrishna Mission Sanatorium and Hospital, Ranchi 


just goes on working and serving. Service to the 
poor and the needy, and also to the ashrama 
gives him joy, energy, and inspiration. 

Swami Umeshanandaji (1923-2006) served 
Ramakrishna Mission Tuberculosis Sanatorium 
for about 45 years at a stretch. Everybody lov- 
ingly called him Durgadas Maharaj. Durgadas 
Maharaj was looked upon by the local tribal 
patients as a living god. His devoted service 
to the TB patients and others was simply phe- 
nomenal. Simple, sincere, austere, and amiable 
by nature, he was very popular among the local 
tribal people. During his 45 years of stay at the 
Sanatorium, he rarely went outside the ashrama. 
The few occasions when he had to go out of the 
campus were to take Muslim TB patients’ dead 
bodies for their ritualistic burial in Ranchi. 

Swami Atmasthanandaji Maharaj, the 15th 
president of Ramakrishna Order, would affec- 
tionately call him Durga. He would say: “Durga 
is absolutely pure in body and mind.’ 

Durgadas Maharaj looked upon his work as 
tapasya, austerity, and did his work with great 
love and dedication. Day after day, he would take 


care of patients’ hospital admission, discharge, 
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and other details. He would lovingly speak to the 
local tribal patients and call out to them: ‘All of 
you, please come, get yourselves examined and 
take medicines.’ Many times he was so joyful and 
jovial that he could not contain the joy within. 
On many occasions, his joy would spill out and 
everybody would be delighted and amused to see 
his childlike nature. 

Childlike simplicity and seriousness were 
beautifully blended in him. It was a sight for all 
to watch him going to his office every day in his 
gumboots and a side bag dangling from his shoul- 
der. He often said: ‘I would like to serve till the 
end of my life. Revered Swami Madhavanandaji 
has instructed me to work and die in harness. 

We saw him going to his office every day even 
in his ripe old age till the very end. His life is a 
practical demonstration of the great ideal of the 
Ramakrishna Mission: ‘For one’s own salvation 
and for the good of humankind. 

The story of B S Srikantaiah (1930-2020) 
who served as a teacher, Headmaster, and Prin- 
cipal of Sri Ramakrishna Vidyashala, Mysore, 
a premier educational institution of Rama- 
krishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission, is a 
stirring story of a man who was inspired and 
transformed by the ideal: “For one’s own salvation 
and for the welfare of the world? He was a young 
man of 23 years when he joined Sri Ramakrishna 
Vidyashala. He went on to serve Vidyashala for 
an unbelievable period of 67 long years with ex- 
emplary dedication and unselfishness. 

Sri B S Srikantaiah is a legendary personality 
in the annals of Sri Ramakrishna Vidyashala. 
He was a legend in his lifetime. People will talk 
about his dedication to and love for Vidyashala 
for along time. Only in great souls chosen by the 
Lord to do His work, do we find such a sense of 
belonging to an institution. He was a witness to 
all the happenings of Vidyashala right from the 


day of its inception. He had become one with 
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the institution. His love for Vidyashala was to 
be seen and experienced to be believed. 

As the Principal of Vidyashala, he was a real 
taskmaster, a strict disciplinarian, striving for 
the all-round welfare of students ensuring that 
they received character-building education. In 
later years, as the coordinator, he was gentle 
and sweet. 

He used to do any work entrusted to him, 
big or small, with dedication and passion. He 
was a true Karmayogi, who dedicated his en- 
tire life to teaching students. The efforts he 
made for instilling discipline into the students 
and for the growth of the institution, remain 
etched in the minds of all those associated with 
the Vidyashala. 

Sri Krishna speaks about Rajarshis in the 
Bhagavadgita. Rajarshi is the one who wields 
a lot of power externally and commands re- 
spect; but deep within, he is a wise sage fully 
detached. Sri B S Srikantaiah was such a sattvik 
Rajarshi who served Vidyashala with exemplary 
unselfish love, efficiency, military discipline, 
and dedication. 

Sri Srikantaiah is a role model for all, espe- 
cially teachers. His life teaches us how to be loyal 
to one’s organisation and how to love and serve 
it with total commitment for a long period with 
unquestionable loyalty and consistency. His long 
life of service, dedication, unselfishness, impec- 
cable integrity, self-effacement, and other divine 
virtues are an inspiration to thousands of people. 
He performed his work with perfection. He was 
an indefatigable worker, a great soldier in the 
army of Swami Vivekananda. He gave his every- 
thing to the Vidyashala and thus contributed to 
building a mighty and prosperous India. 

Now, we will present a few incidents depict- 
ing the Holy Mother’s great interest in the ser- 
vice activities of the Ramakrishna Mission and 
her constant encouragement. 
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On 16th December 1909 at Jayrambati, Holy 
Mother Sri Sarada Devi heartily appreciated and 
blessed Swami Arupananda who had done flood 
relief work in Ghatal. The Mother said to Swami 
Arupananda: “The Master will get a great deal of 
his work done through you. You went to Ghatal, 
distributed so many things and a great number 
of people were benefited. When the work is over, 
at the right time, the Master will gather his child 
back to his bosom.” 

Smt. Kshirodbala Roy writes in her 


reminiscences: 


Famine was raging throughout the country. The 
Ramakrishna Mission was rendering much re- 
lief to the famine-stricken people. One day, the 
Mother narrated the famine conditions very 
vividly. She spoke of the distress of people at 
various places, the amount of money the Mis- 
sion was spending to redress their sufferings 
and the way the monastic members of the 
Order were working. It seemed to me that she 
was feeling in her heart of hearts all the suffer- 
ings of the world.* 


Prabodh Babu has recorded Holy Mother’s 
conversation with him regarding relief work. 
It is astonishing to see Mother’s wide range of 
questions regarding relief services. Here, we find 
Mother taking a deep interest in knowing even 
the minute details. 


Mother: Well, how much rice has already been 
distributed by Sarat? 

Manindra: I can’t say exactly how much rice 
has been distributed. But rice worth thirty-four 
rupees is distributed every week among the 
distressed. 

Mother: How much rice does every person 
receive? 

Manindra: Everybody receives one-quarter 
of a seer (equivalent to 0.930 kilogram). 


Mother: How much does a family get? 
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Manindra: Six, seven, or eight seers accord- 
ing to the size of the family. 

Mother: How many people have received 
the dole? 

Manindra: I don’t know exactly. But the 
Muslim women constitute the largest number. 

Mother: Yes, the Mohammedans are poorer 
here. Well, where else is Sarat distributing 
relief? 

Manindra: At Bankura, Indpur, and Man- 
bhum. Relief is being given wherever there is 
famine. 

Mother: Are my sons working there? 


Swami Shantananda: Yes, they are going 
from the Math. 


Pravrajika Bharatiprana records Holy 
Mother’s profound admiration for the monks of 
the Ramakrishna Mission Home of Service who 
were engaged in service activities. Mother said: 


You just see, they built a home for helpless 
old women. How hard they have worked for 
it, and how much service they are doing! A 
hospital for the sick is there. Their activities 
for the relief of the poor seem endless. How 
much the poor children toil! It is all His will, 
my dear. What He is making us do from where, 
He alone knows.+ 


Sri Ramakrishna, Holy Mother Sri Sarada 
Devi, and Swami Vivekananda are the peren- 
nial sources of inspiration for all the monas- 
tics and lay devotees to practise the ideal of 
‘Atmano moksartham jagaddhitaya ca; for one’s 
own liberation and also for the welfare of the 
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world in their lives. Ow 
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Ramakrishna Mission: 
Its Distinguishing Features 


Swami Atmajnananda 


HE RAMAKRISHNA MATH and Rama- 
krishna Mission form a twin organisation that 
is well known worldwide for the spiritual, 

cultural, and service activities that it conduct 
through all-renouncing monks and dedicated 
devotees; accepting all religions as true paths to 
God, and without making any distinctions of 
caste, creed, race, or sex. It is not a separate sect or 
creed or religion but is universal in its approach, 
based on Vedanta, and the spiritual experi- 
ences of Sri Ramakrishna and his disciples. Sri 
Ramakrishna practised all the major religions and 
paths, had unitive spiritual experiences through all 
of them, and concluded that they are all different 
approaches to the same Supreme Reality. 

Sri Ramakrishna had given many instruc- 
tions about the future course of action to his 
chosen disciple Swami Vivekananda who was 
well versed in the philosophies of the East and 
the West, and had meticulously studied the 
history of religions and organisations. Under 
the tutelage of his Master, soon, he was brim- 
ming with realisation and looking for a way to 
make the highest ideal of Vedanta practical, that 
is, seeing God in all and everywhere. He had a 
brainwave when he heard Sri Ramakrishna one 
day, explaining the tenets of the Vaishnava faith: 


A former editor of Viveka Prabha, the Kannada 
journal of the Ramakrishna Order, Swami Atma- 
jnananda is the minister in charge of Centro Rama- 
krishna Vedanta, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 
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“This religion advises its followers to practice 
these three salient disciplines sincerely: love of 
God's name, compassion for all living beings, and 
service of devotees. ... As he (Sri Ramakrishna) 
said, ‘compassion for all beings, he suddenly 
went into samadhi. After a while he came down 
to a semi-ecstatic state and said: “Compassion 
for all beings? How foolish to speak of com- 
passion! Human beings are as insignificant as 
worms crawling on the earth—and they are 
to show compassion to others? That’s absurd. 
It must not be compassion, but service to all. 
Recognise all as manifestations of God and 
serve them as such.’ Everyone heard the Mas- 
ter’s words, but no one except Narendra under- 
stood their significance. ... Narendra (Swami 
Vivekananda) ... said to some of his friends: 
“What a wonderful light I saw today in those 
words of the Master! How beautifully did 
he reconcile the simple, sweet, and refresh- 
ing ideal of devotion with the knowledge of 
Vedanta, which people believe to be dry, diffi- 


cult, and heartless!" 


The Ramakrishna Mission association was 
started in May 1897 by Swami Vivekananda, in 
Kolkata. All the activities of the Ramakrishna 
Mission, it must be clearly understood, are wor- 
ship of the divine in many forms and hence in- 
tense spiritual activities. Swami Vivekananda 
gave as its motto, the highest Truth of Vedanta 
‘Siva-jndne jiva-seva meaning ‘service to human- 
ity with the knowledge that they are the Lord 
Himself’ This ideal elevates ordinary humanitar- 
ian and philanthropic service to acts of worship 
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and makes avenue for spiritual 
progress. He gave this ideal in 
another form also as, ‘Atmano 
moksartham jagaddhitaya ca’ 
meaning, ‘for one’s own liberation 
and for the welfare of the world. 
Egotism and pride have no place 
in such service. The Lord manifest 
before us in every human form, 
must be served with reverence and 
gratitude for the opportunity to 
serve. Swami Vivekananda explains 
this: “Let us give up all this foolish 
talk of doing good to the world. It is not waiting 
for your or my help; yet we must constantly do 
good, because it is a blessing to ourselves. That is 
the only way we can become perfect.” 

Practical Vedanta as enunciated by Swami 
Vivekananda inspires young minds to become 
unselfish and serve humanity with spiritual 
fervour. He realised that not all are capable of 
giving their entire mind and time to God! Un- 
selfish service with a spiritual outlook is the next 
best option. By opening the gates of spiritual 
life to one and all, Swamiji brought humanity 
closer to God and raised the level of the human 
to the Divine. The Ramakrishna Mission pro- 
vides avenues for one and all to actualise these 
lofty ideals in life and has been at the forefront 
of all types of humanitarian activities. Differ- 
ences of caste, colour, creed, race, religion, and 
sex can easily be overcome by plunging ourselves 
in this huge tidal wave of spirituality. The Mis- 
sion has upheld its universal appeal and is ren- 
dering service for more than 125 years in spite of 
the severe troubles it had to face initially. The 
traditionalists, initially, derided the monks for 
engaging in service activities and had scant res- 
pect for the organisation. But the Mission’s sin- 
cerity and steadiness of purpose have changed 
their perceptions and it is a welcoming fact that 
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A line-drawing depicting the Ramakrishna Mission 
Sevashrama at Kankhal, Haridwar 


many spiritual organisations have been includ- 
ing service activities in their agenda. The Holy 
Mother Sri Sarada Devi approved of such hu- 
manitarian service and saw the presence of Sri 
Ramakrishna in the hospital centre at Varanasi. 
The brother disciples of Swami Vivekananda 
too rallied behind their leader in the alleviation 
of drought-induced poverty and plague infes- 
tation in Bengal. Recognitions from the Cen- 
tral and State Governments of India on several 
occasions, from foreign countries and from other 
international forums only prove the veracity of 
the Mission’s ideals and activities. 

The Ramakrishna Mission has educational 
(both formal and non-formal modes), medi- 
cal, philanthropic, and cultural activities—one 
or many of these—in all of its centres based on 
the local needs and aspirations of the devotees. 
The Mission runs its own educational institu- 
tions, hospitals, charitable dispensaries, mobile 
medical units, old age homes, and free medi- 
cine dispensing units. Timely response to natu- 
ral calamities and human tragedy is another 
important aspect of its service. Providing pri- 
mary relief to the distressed and rehabilitation of 
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the affected areas by constructing houses, roads, 
bridges, schools, and dispensaries or hospitals 
would make way for integrated development. 
Reaching out to the masses with quality and 
affordable education with a focus on all-round 
development is the benchmark of all the edu- 
cational services of the Ramakrishna Mission. 

Swami Vivekananda wanted the masses to be 
given their lost individualities and made self-reli- 
ant. Reaching out to the deprived rural and tribal 
areas has therefore been the focus of the Mission 
from its inception. This has indirectly fostered 
national integration and brought back many 
neglected sections into the mainstream. Needless 
to say, this has also helped in alleviating poverty 
in rural areas by generating multiple job oppor- 
tunities for the locals. In 2021-22, Ramakrishna 
Mission spent 452 crore rupees on education and 
related projects. 2,31,068 students benefited from 
this and the Mission spent 262 crore rupees on 
healthcare which benefited over 32 lakh people. 
It spent 34 crore rupees on relief and rehabilita- 
tion work, benefiting 33 lakh people during the 
same period. All this was achieved despite the 
constraints brought about by the pandemic situ- 
ation in the country. These figures are indicators 
of the extensive work that is being done silently 
by the Ramakrishna Mission all over India. 

Some of the important distinguishing fea- 
tures of the activities of Ramakrishna Mission 
need to be emphasised to highlight its unique- 
ness and adaptability. 

(1) The Mission provides opportunities for 
devotees and admirers to work with all-renoun- 
cing monks, and thereby householders can lead a 
spiritually oriented life. Sri Ramakrishna would 
frequently say that the devotees are a class by 
themselves and no distinctions of caste, creed, 
race, or religion apply to them. The Mission 
helps foster a healthy community feeling and 
eradicates the sense of superiority in them. This 
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has also brought together the various sects of 
Hinduism and has helped to reduce tensions 
and conflicts among them. A syncretic approach 
to religion is taking shape, and acceptance of 
other faiths and practices is more common today 
due to the spread of these ideas in all parts of 
India and abroad. 

(2) The protective umbrella of Sri Rama- 
krishna, Holy Mother Sarada Devi, Swami 
Vivekananda, and the Ramakrishna Order pro- 
vides for the Mission a strong base for countering 
internal and external problems through which 
the monks and devotees belonging to the Mis- 
sion feel secure. They feel responsible and dedi- 
cate themselves to unselfish service. Organised 
and systematic planning and execution of pro- 
jects have brought in a culture of perfection in 
their work attitude. Transparency of finances 
and accountability to society, as practised in 
the Mission, ensures the donors that their 
hard-earned money reaches the beneficiaries 
promptly. Public support for the Mission activ- 
ities has also been increasing steadily every year 
as a validation of its ideals. 

(3) The humanitarian work of the Mission is 
able to reach the far-flung areas and supplement 
the local governments in ensuring the develop- 
ment of underdeveloped regions. Non-formal 
education and tribal welfare works of the Mis- 
sion are ensuring resources for the marginalised 
sections. This has helped recognise the potenti- 
alities in many neglected sections and integrate 
them with the mainstream. The wonderful work 
that is being done by the Mission in Bastar region 
of Chhattisgarh and in the north-eastern parts 
of India are cases in point. It is a well known fact 
that disgruntled youth can be misled to engage 
with terrorist or Naxalite movements, and the 
Mission has tackled this issue also head-on. 

(4) The Mission has started rural projects like 
Pallimangal, Gram-Vikas, and Sarada Kalyan to 
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provide employment to 
women and train them 
in marketing their local 
products. This is ensur- 
ing that rural house- 
holds have the basic 
The Mis- 


sion centres provide 


amenities. 


employment to a huge 
section of the society 
in its schools, colleges, 
hospitals, dispensaries, 
and the like and have 
promoted the dignity 
of labour among all sec- 
tions of the masses. It is also spreading aware- 
ness regarding the hazards of tobacco, alcohol, 
and the like, and has induced micro-financing 
facilities in rural areas. 

(5) The spread of the ideals of Ramakrishna 
Mission among devotees and laypeople has ini- 
tiated a renewal of the Hindu faith and a general 
awakening to true spiritual pursuits. The Mission 
does not impose any ideas or convert people to 
its faith as it is not a separate sect or religion. Nor 
does it criticise any other religion or faith. Now- 
adays, laying stress on a spiritual outlook has un- 
leashed free growth from within the sects and 
a synthesis of various approaches has become 
more acceptable. This has effectively countered 
Western influence that had crept in due to the 
colonial rule and Western education systems— 
while making the Indian mind receptive to en- 
nobling ideas from other countries. 

(6) The Mission is not averse to using 
modern science and technology for furthering 
its service activities, and this has eradicated false 
notions regarding poverty and austerity in the 
minds of people. The old monastic stereotype is 
no longer seen as relevant and general regard for 
monastic life and service-oriented spirituality is 
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Aline-drawing depicting the 
Ramakrishna Mission Home of Service, Varanasi 


being recognised. Swamiji silently transformed 
the figure of a renunciate who was looked upon 
as a burden on society into that of a benefactor 
and a provider. 

(7) The mission has unobtrusively intro- 
duced organisational discipline among its mem- 
bers and followers. A more systematic approach 
to tackling human problems and working at 
the grassroots level has brought in a healthy 
work culture among them. The importance of 
coordinated effort and selfless cooperation can 
be seen among its members who come from all 
sections of society and different backgrounds of 
culture and languages. 

(8) Donors and all those who want to con- 
tribute to social uplift have found a reliable 
and authentic avenue in the Mission’s activities, 
thereby enabling better distribution of resources. 

(9) Swami Vivekananda’s enunciation of 
Karma Yoga as worship of the living God in 
all beings has enriched the service motive in 
other organisations too. Many of them are colla- 
borating with the Mission in its service acti- 
vities and are appreciating the idea of service as 
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worship of God. Swamiji would say: “This is the 
gist of all worship—to be pure and to do good 
to others. He who sees Shiva in the poor, in the 
weak, and in the diseased, really worships Shiva; 
and if he sees Shiva only in the image, his wor- 
ship is but preliminary.” 

(10) Ramakrishna Mission does not involve 
itself in politics and does not support any 
political organisation or government. It does 
not comment or make statements on socio-po- 
litical issues and has no political afhliations. It is 
not financed or supported by any political party 
or organisation. It is wary of media and does 
not seek opportunities to project itself. It pub- 
lishes journals in English and regional languages 
in India and abroad, which disseminate enno- 
bling ideas among the masses and are highly 
appreciated. The journals have been the mouth- 
pieces of the Mission and have attracted writers 
of international acclaim. 

(11) The Mission does not encourage miracle 
mongering, secret esoteric practices, or any show 
of supernatural powers among its members and 
admirers. Anything that does not appeal to rea- 
son is not accepted. It does not have a ‘holier 
than thou attitude’ with regard to other religious 
movements, is humble among others, and adopts 
a modern approach based on the universal prin- 
ciples of Vedanta. It is approachable to all and 
promptly acknowledges the role of devotees in 
its activities. It does not advertise its service acti- 
vities to gain popularity and does not indulge in 
any kind of show whatsoever. Periodic publica- 
tion of accounts and utilisation of funds inform 
the donors and relevant stakeholders. It is very 
prompt in following the rules of the land and 
does not use its goodwill for selfish purposes. 

(12) A distinctive feature of the Mission 
centres is the cleanliness of the campus and 
simple, yet well-built facilities. A well main- 
tained garden, spacious indoors and outdoors 
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depict the modern outlook of the inmates who 
are not averse to using modern gadgets or vehi- 
cles to serve humanity. There is flexibility regard- 
ing food habits and everyone is free to have his 
routine while holding on to the core ideals of 
the Mission. 

Swami Vivekananda, we must acknow- 
ledge, has been successful in organising a group 
of renunciates who were dedicated to leading 
a spiritual life and integrating them with the 
householders and society in the form of the 
Ramakrishna Mission. He had to face criticism 
from some of his own brother-monks who, in 
the beginning, could not appreciate his vision- 
ary outlook as they were fashioned in the tradi- 
tional ways. At that time, missionary activities 
by other religions and their evangelist activities 
had encroached on the Indians. Swamiji turned 
the tide and propounded a better movement 
in the form of the Ramakrishna Mission that 
does not proselytise and yet is deeply spiritual. 
It is certain that Swamiji came with a mission 
to fulfil, and accomplished it in the few years 
that he lived on this earth! What tremendous 
activity and insight the world saw in this God- 
Man! He continues to inspire and guide the 
Ramakrishna Mission in all its activities even 
today. It is due to his foresight that we have 
the Prabuddha Bharata and many other jour- 
nals, spreading light to millions today. May the 
blessed Lord shower His grace on this wonder- 
ful journal, its workforce, its readers, and its 
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admirers forever is my humble prayer. oe 
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Ramakrishna Mission as the Working Out of 


Ramakrishna’s Ideals 


Swami Satyamayananda 


XCEPT FOR A VERY FEW insightful indi- 

viduals, nobody else could foresee how 

Sri Ramakrishna’s life and the ideals he 
preached could transform the cultural, religious, 
and spiritual world’s landscape. What began as 
a small ripple, in a then-obscure temple com- 
plex in Dakshineshwar, is growing into massive 
waves, inundating India and the world. Again, 
nobody, even among the then educated In- 
dian minds, could foresee India’s national life, 
enslaved, enfeebled, and defeated for a thou- 
sand years would awaken and rise with Sri 
Ramakrishna as its centre. The so-called elites 
and reformers of that time were mostly denounc- 
ing Hinduism and India while praising the Brit- 
ish rulers and slavishly imitating them. As with 
‘monster’ or extreme waves that drag other lesser 
waves to themselves and keep growing, so also is 
this Sri Ramakrishna wave—a movement that 
is dragging along India and the world towards 
a higher level of religion and spirituality. Swami 
Vivekananda says: ‘Our heroes must be spiritual. 
Such a hero has been given to us in the person of 
Ramakrishna Paramahamaaa. If this nation wants 
to rise, take my word for it, it will have to rally 
Another, 
perhaps a novel line of thought but not far- 


enthusiastically around this name.” 


fetched is: the tremendous development in all 
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Sri Ramakrishna's Room at Dakshineshwar 


branches of learning, and technology during the 
last two centuries, which can be ascribed to Sri 
Ramakrishna’s advent. For in the past, it is wit- 
nessed that an Avatar’s power works on all levels 


of the world. 


An Avatar’s Impact 


Some staunch devotees were quick in de- 
claring and preaching Sri Ramakrishna as an 
Avatar when he was alive. However, after 
his mahasamadhi, giving up the body in Yoga, 
they thought that everything was now over and 
that one should go back to one’s old mundane 
life, and encouraged others to do likewise. It was 
Swami Vivekananda who urged and inspired 
a select group of Sri Ramakrishna’s disciples 
to mould their lives according to his life and 
teachings and build character. Again, Swamiji 
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was the only one perhaps, who saw how an Ava- 
tar’s powers work in the world for ages and ages 
to come. Could not those devotees who asked 
everyone to return home thinking the /7/a, di- 
vine play, was over, see the spiritual history of 
India as the working out the ideas and ideals 
of past Avatars? And India, of all the countries 
of the world, has had so many Avatars! Swamiji 
says of his Master: 
You see, the fact is that Shri Ramakrishna is not 
exactly what the ordinary followers have com- 
prehended him to be. He had infinite moods 
and phases. Even if you might form an idea of 
the limits of Brahmajnana, the knowledge of 
the Absolute, you could not have any idea of the 
unfathomable depths of his mind! Thousands 
of Vivekanandas may spring forth through one 
gracious glance of his eyes! But instead of doing 
that he has chosen to get things done this time 
through me as his single instrument, and what 
can I do in this matter you see ?? 
In his mature years, Swamiji declared Sri Rama- 
krishna as the ‘greatest of Avatars, avatara-varistha. 


Mind Embodied 


Life or prana is central to the working of the 
mind as well as the sensory and motor organs. 
Nature has evolved these systems together. Life 
must be embodied, must be expressed and trans- 
lated into action through a medium. The same 
can be said of the thoughts in the mind—they 
must express themselves through sensory and 
motor systems in the body. Life, mind, and mat- 
ter are basically one unit—differing in subtle 
and gross dimensions. In the unique life of Sri 
Ramakrishna, we find him immediately and in- 
variably translating his thoughts into actions. 
This is an unerring signature of a successful life. 

Life, mind, organs, and body cannot exist on 
their own or in a vacuum. Their existence de- 
pends on the external world, others’ minds, and 
sensory and motor systems as well. Essentially, 
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we, and all life, have two aspects in our person- 
ality —individual and collective. It is only within 
the collective matrix that the individual exists. 

In individual minds, ideas must become 
embodied for them to be workable. In the col- 
lective mind, the refined individual ideas, with 
values based on Truth, become ideals to be em- 
ulated. These must be embodied collectively by 
society or culture or civilisation. In India, there 
are innumerable religious ideals for all types of 
people, for different times, and different cir- 
cumstances. Overarching them all is the ideal of 
moksa, liberation, and the means— Yoga—that 
have been worked out for thousands of years by 
millions of people. Sri Ramakrishna, who was 
also a product and expression of India’s ancient 
ideals, placed before the nation a restated ideal, 
which is a continuation and a rejuvenation of the 
long spiritual evolution of India. This restated 
ideal also will encapsulate the future spiritual 
course of this great nation. 


The Satya Yuga and Sri Ramakrishna 


The ‘Mission’ in Ramakrishna Mission was, is, 
and will be the working out of the ‘Ramakrishna 
Ideal’. Thus, Hinduism, Indian Culture and Civi- 
lisation, and Sri Ramakrishna, have, in this Age, 
been intertwined. This tremendous union of 
these three factors, which had become frag- 
mented over the centuries due to many reasons, is 
a defining point in Indian history. Swamiji says: 


Without studying Ramakrishna Paramahamsa 
first, one can never (emphasis added) under- 
stand the real import of the Vedas, the Vedanta, 
of the Bhagavata and the other Puranas. His life 
is a searchlight of infinite power thrown upon 
the whole mass of Indian religious thought. He 
was the living commentary to the Vedas and to 
their aim. He lived in one life the whole cycle of 
the national religious existence in India.” 


Further he says: 
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From the day Shri Ramakrishna was born dates 
the growth of modern India and of the Golden 
Age. And you are the agents to bring about this 
Golden Age. To work with this conviction of 
heart! Hence, when you call Shri Ramakrishna 
an Incarnation and in the same breath plead 
your ignorance unhesitatingly, I say ‘you are 
false to the backbone!’ If Ramakrishna Parama- 
hamsa be true, you are also true. But you must 
show it. ... In you all there is tremendous power." 


Doubts of the Sri Ramakrishna Ideal 
Quashed 


Thus, the ideals of the Ramakrishna Mission are 
the ideals of India and Hinduism in all its phases, 
and all its activities are the reconfiguration of the 
same—not the narrow or sectarian ideas of Hin- 
duism but all-embracing comprehensive way 
of spiritual life. This is the possible reason why 
Sri Ramakrishna first laid the foundations for 
intra-religious harmony. This was necessary for, 
from a broader viewpoint, Hinduism retained 
every stage of its long spiritual evolution ‘from 
the lowest fetishism to the highest absolutism, 
and so these had to be cemented. Moreover, the 
various stages or shades of religious processes and 
developments can be found in all religions of the 
world and for that, Sri Ramakrishna practised 
and established inter-religious harmony. This 
foundation was necessary for Hinduism, Sri 
Ramakrishna, and the Mission to go global. On 
May 1, 1897, at 3 pm at Balaram Bose’s House in 
Kolkata when there were some dissenting voices 
raised against Swamiji’s plans for an ‘organisation, 
Swamiji countered that dissent with: 


Well, how do you know that all this is not 
on Shri Ramakrishna’s lines? He had infinite 
breadth of feeling, and dare you shut him up 
within your own limited views of life? I will 
break down these limits and scatter broad- 
cast over the earth his boundless inspiration. 
... So casting all doubt away, please help my 
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work; and you will find everything fulfilled 

by his will.’ 

Sri Ramakrishna himself, while looking at his 
picture said that it is a high state of Yoga and 
will be worshipped in every home as time goes 
on. If an Ideal is sectarian or limited, it will dis- 
integrate and fizzle out. Whatever is broad and 
universal becomes valid for all races and people 


of the world. 


Rejuvenation of Monasticism, Hinduism, 
and Society 


Centuries of poverty, illiteracy, and a non-ex- 
istent health system had sapped the vitality of 
the Indian masses. During his itinerant days, 
Swamiji saw the better-off folks and powerful 
rulers who were critical, lazy, and selfishly liv- 
ing in a different India. The fallen soul of India 
had to be enlivened. He found that the embers 
of this national spirit were still feebly glowing 
in the monastic aspect of the Hindu religion, 
and among the poor and destitute of India. In a 
remarkable stroke of genius, he joined monasti- 
cism to the service of the masses. One would ener- 
gise the other and this would lead to a general 
awakening in India. 

Indians were known to be dreamers, talk- 
ing big but never acting on it. Integration and 
harmony come when there is a correspondence of 
thought, word, and action. It is complete karma. 
Even if one aspect is disabled, or malfunction- 
ing, or weak, or incapacitated, there will be no 
harmony, no balance, no growth, no future, no 
life! That is why Swamiji says: “What our coun- 
try wants are muscles of iron and nerves of steel, 
gigantic wills which nothing can resist.”° He put 
on the forefront, his own gurubhais, brother dis- 
ciples, by employing, engaging, and harnessing 
their power of endurance and sacrifice, which 
would turn the feeble embers into a conflagra- 
tion. Then he also pulled in the devotees of Sri 
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Ramakrishna. With these two as support, he 
started the Mission to ‘put a lever for the good 
of humanity. This move was utterly novel in 
the history of monasticism and Hinduism. No 
doubt during the Buddhist movement India had 
the bhikkus, mendicants, who went around in 
alleviating the condition of society. But as a cen- 
tral principle and practice of the Mission, this was 
unthinkable. It gave rise to much criticism from 
other monastic organisations, from the so-called 
‘educated? as well as from the orthodox society. 

This novel effort redefined Hinduism and 
Vedanta. It reconfigured modern Indian ethos 
and society to meet the present and future chal- 
lenges. It has redefined what Indians are, bring- 
ing to them a sense of history, of dignity, of 
purpose, of a well-defined chart for the future. 
This attempt makes Vedanta and Hinduism 
dynamic and practical, and it made monasticism 
dynamic and practical. This was needed since, 
but for this great movement, the millennia of 
Hindu culture and civilisation would have been 
relegated to irrelevance and obscurity. 

After 125 years, all dissent has ceased. Society 
has seen from close, the tremendous results of 
reforms the Ramakrishna Mission has wrought 
in society by raising the downtrodden, the illit- 
erate, the sick, the despised, and those not in the 
mainstream of society. They have seen the power 
of the ideal of ‘Renunciation and Service’ enunci- 
ated by Swamiji. Today, inevitably, innumerable 
monastic, semi-monastic, and social organisa- 
tions have consciously or unconsciously picked 
up this ideal and are implementing it. This has 
brought a sea change in Indian society. No longer 
India and its religion are despised and attacked by 
the small-minded and the enemies; instead, Hin- 
duism has become powerful, prestigious, and dig- 
nified because the profound truths it protected 
through centuries of persecution and misunder- 
standing are being broadcast in all directions. 
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The Imperishable Descended as 

Sri Ramakrishna 

Ramakrishna Mission has been constantly re- 
defining itself from its inception. Today, it is 
entering arenas of activity that no Religious 
Order, as a policy, entered and succeeded. This 
has made it flexible and dynamic. Society is like 
a massive tree and the Ramakrishna Mission has 
been like the sap that enlivens the tree. Swamiji says: 


Shall India die? Then from the world all spiritu- 
ality will be extinct, all sweet-souled sympathy 
for religion will be extinct, all ideality will be 
extinct; and in its place will reign the duality of 
lust and luxury as the male and female deities, 
with money as its priest, fraud, force, and com- 
petition its ceremonies, and the human soul its 
sacrifice. Such a thing can never be.” 


This tree called Hinduism can be likened to 
what is spoken of as the ancient tree of the world 
in the Katha Upanishad and the Bhagavad Gita. 
It is the ardhvamilah, which has its roots up- 
wards. “This is the beginningless peepal tree that 
has its roots above and branches below. That 
(which is its root) is pure, that is Brahman, 
and that is called immortal. On that are fixed 
all the worlds, none transcends that. This verily 
is That.® Sri Ramakrishna is that root, and the 
Mission’s activities are its various branches. 
These activities will lead us towards the root— 
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the pure, the Brahman, the immortal. aS 
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Ideals of the Ramakrishna Mission 


Pravrajika Shuddhatmaprana 


UST AS IN Buddhism, Christianity, and other 

religions, the ideals of these religions cannot 

be separated from the lives and teachings of 

their founders, as these teachers embodied 
those ideals—so also, in the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion, its ideals cannot be separated from the life 
and teachings of Sri Ramakrishna. Throughout 
history, in fact, we have seen that the sadhanas 
and teachings of all the great religious leaders 
become the path for future disciples, while the 
leaders’ realisations likewise become the goal 
for the disciples. And this is how the ideals are 
passed down to future generations. 

Regarding the ideals manifested in the life 
of Ramakrishna, both Swami Vivekananda and 
Swami Saradananda referred to them as the 
Ramakrishna mould. They are the touchstone, 
the standard for future generations. As Swami 
Vivekananda said: 

Such a unique personality [referring to 

Ramakrishna]—a synthesis of Jnana, Yoga, 

Bhakti, and Karma in their utmost perfection, 

[never appeared] before in the human race. 

He alone is a true disciple and follower of Sri 

Ramakrishna whose character is similarly per- 

fect in all respects. 

The formation of such a perfect character is 
the aim of this age, and everyone should strive 
for that alone with all his might. ... 

Therefore everyone should bear this in mind 
that anyone showing deficiency in even a single 
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A Painting of Sri Ramakrishna by Swami Tadatmananda 


one of these has not had his character perfectly 
cast in the mould of Ramakrishna.’ 


Regarding the depth and breadth of his teach- 


ings, Swamiji said: 


But the wonder of it is that in this Ramakrishna 
Form there has been a combination of ideas 
deeper than the sea and vaster than the sky, 
transcending all records of history. 


This proves that vastness, catholicity and in- 
tensity in the highest degree can coexist in a 
single individual and a society also can be built 
in the same pattern; for society is only an ag- 
gregate of individuals.” 
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While discussing the Master’s influence on 
the world, Swami Saradananda also referred to 


the Ramakrishna mould: 


The more we study the life of this wonderful 
Master, the more we shall see that he does not 
belong to any particular country, nation, sect, 
or religion. ... The Master, who is established in 
bhavamukha, will enter peoples’ minds as lib- 
eral ideas, breaking all narrow barriers, putting 
people in his new mould, and binding them to- 
gether with a unique cord of unity.’ 


After Swami Vivekananda returned from his 
first visit to the West, he resolved to set up an 
organisation to benefit not only India, but also 
the whole world. And the basis of this organisation 
would be the life and teachings of Sri Ramakrishna. 
At the very first meeting of this organisation, 
Swamiji declared to those in attendance: 


This Association will bear the name of him in 
whose name we have become sannyasis; him, 
taking whom as your ideal, you are leading 
the householder life in the field of activity— 
this Samsara (this world)—; him whose holy 
name, and the influence of whose unique life 
and teachings, have within twelve years of his 
demise spread in such an unthought-of way 
both in the East and the West. Let this Sangha 
(Organisation) therefore be named the Rama- 
krishna Mission. We are but the servants of the 
Master. May you all help in this work!* 


Thus, on 1 May 1897 the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion Association was established, and at the sec- 
ond meeting, on 5 May, the following resolutions 
were drawn up: 


This Association (Sangha) shall be known as 
the Ramakrishna Mission. 

The aim of the Sangha is to preach those 
truths which Shri Ramakrishna has, for the 
good of humanity, preached and demonstrated 
by practical application in his own life, and to 
help others to put these truths into practice in 
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their lives for their temporal, mental, and spir- 
itual advancement. 

The duty of the Mission is to conduct in 
the right spirit the activities of the movement 
inaugurated by Shri Ramakrishna for the es- 
tablishment of fellowship among the follow- 
ers of different religions, knowing them all to 
be so many forms only of one undying Eternal 
Religion.’ 


The resolutions then went on to describe the 
methods of action to be taken in India as well as 
in other countries. But we can see from the above 
resolutions that the Ramakrishna Mission’s only 
focus is on the life and message of Ramakrishna. 
This is because his life/message together is a bea- 
con light that can guide the whole of humanity 
towards peace and universal well-being. In fact, 
we can say that there is hardly any problem in 
life that cannot be solved by following the ideals 
of Ramakrishna. 

We should also note that these ideals and 
teachings of Ramakrishna go right to the heart 
of the most vital questions of human life. These 
are questions that human beings have asked since 
time immemorial: Is there a God, or some eter- 
nal Reality beyond this physical world? If there 
is, what is this God or eternal Reality like? Who 
am I? Why am [ here? 

So what are those ideals—‘which Shri Rama- 
krishna has, for the good of humanity, preached 
and demonstrated by practical application in his 
own life’? 


(I) God is real, and can be realised. 


While worshipping the Divine Mother Kali at 
the Dakshineswar temple, Ramakrishna him- 
self questioned the reality of God. Though he 
had been born and brought up in a family that 
seemed to have a special grace bestowed on it, 
yet when he took up the office of priest at the 
temple in Dakshineswar, he began questioning 
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the reality of God. ‘Art Thou true, Mother’ he 
would say, ‘or is it all a fiction of the mind—mere 
poetry without any reality? If Thou dost exist, 
why can I not see Thee? Is religion, then, a fan- 
tasy, a mere castle in the air?” 

But unlike most people who question the 
reality of God but do nothing to find it out, 
Ramakrishna never quit trying to have the Di- 
vine Mother’s vision. He, in fact, increased his 
spiritual practices even more than what he had 
been doing. At last, when he was literally ready 
to die for Her vision, he got it. Yet he was not 
satisfied with having the vision of Her only once. 
He would not rest till he had the constant vision 
of Her and could see Her and talk to Her at will. 

In The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, we find 
that Ramakrishna assures us again and again that 
God does exist. And he knew this as a fact from 
his own life and experiences. Once he said: “God 
is the eternal and infinite Brahman. He does 
exist; there is no doubt about it. He is eternal.” 

So here, Ramakrishna answers the first of the 
fundamental questions of life: Is there a God, or 
some eternal Reality beyond this physical world? 

But Ramakrishna adds to his answer some- 
thing else—something quite astounding: He 
also assures us that God can actually be seen. And 
this vision of God is not just for some special 
saints or people who are said to have some spe- 
cial merit. Rather, this vision is everyone’s birth 
right. It simply requires yearning. As Rama- 
krishna says: “Cry to the Lord with an intensely 
yearning heart and you will certainly see Him. 
People shed a whole jug of tears for wife and 
children. They swim in tears for money. But who 
weeps for God? Cry to Him with a real cry-® 


(Il) God has many forms and aspects. The 
different religions of the world are different 
ways to realise Him to suit the various 
capacities and tendencies of people. 
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Most people would have rested on their laurels if, 
like Ramakrishna, they had just one experience 
of God. But Ramakrishna did not. He wanted 
to see and experience God in many forms and 
in many aspects, and he wanted to love God in 
various relationships. 

Swami Saradananda said in his biography of 
Ramakrishna that the disciples wondered why 
the Master was not satisfied with attaining the 
constant presence of the Divine Mother, and 


they asked him about this. Ramakrishna replied: 


One who lives near the sea sometimes has a 
desire to find out how many pearls are hidden 
in the ocean depths. Similarly, after realizing 
the Divine Mother and being constantly near 
Her, I thought that I should see Her multiple 
forms. If I had a desire to see Her ina particular 
way, I would importune Her with a longing 
heart. Then the gracious Mother would sup- 
ply whatever was necessary to experience that 
form, make me practise that sadhana, and re- 
veal Herself to me accordingly. Thus, I practised 
sadhanas belonging to various paths.? 


It seems also, from other things Ramakrishna 
said, that the Divine Mother made him practise 
various sadhanas with a definite purpose—that 
is, to show the world that these paths are all true, 
and that they all lead to the same goal. 

Thus, through his life and sadhanas, Rama- 
krishna answers here the second question: What 
is this God or eternal Reality like? 

In the Gospel, Ramakrishna gives a wonderful 
illustration of how the Lord manifests in various 
ways to suit the various tendencies of people. 
He shows us here that God is with form, God is 
also formless, and again He/She has an infinite 
number of manifestations. As Ramakrishna said: 


Satchidananda [i.e., Existence, Consciousness, 
Bliss Absolute—God the Absolute] is like an 
infinite ocean. Intense cold freezes the water 
into ice, which floats on the ocean in blocks 
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of various forms. Likewise, through the cool- 
ing influence of bhakti, one sees forms of God 
in the ocean of the Absolute. These forms are 
meant for the bhaktas, the lovers of God. But 
when the Sun of Knowledge rises, the ice melts; 
it becomes the same water it was before. Water 
above and water below, everywhere nothing but 
water. ... But you may say that for certain de- 
votees God assumes eternal forms. There are 
places in the ocean where the ice doesn’t melt 
at all. It assumes the form of quartz.'° 


The next two ideals of the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion were summed up by Swamiji in his succinct 
exhortation ‘Atmano moksartham jagat hitaya 
ca’ —that is, ‘For one’s own liberation and for the 


good of the world. 


(III) To realise God/one’s Self is the goal of 
human life. 


From his very childhood, Ramakrishna under- 
stood that this world cannot be a goal in itself. 
He could see in his own family the peace and 
moral strength that a life centred on God brings. 
And only such a life, he knew, could bring well- 
rounded good to society. But such a life had to 
be established in truth and righteousness. For 
without firmness in these values—which are 
the foundation of life—all other aspects of life 
crumble. Thus, even for gaining material, intel- 
lectual, and cultural ends, a God-centred life, 
firm in moral values, is necessary. A mere ‘bread- 
winning education’ was abhorrent to him. 

This ideal of atmano moksartham (for one’s 
own liberation) —that is, making the realisation 
of God, or one’s true Self, the goal of life—goes 
to the heart of the third fundamental question 
of life: Who am I? For when we realise God, we 
realise who we are. As Ramakrishna says: “God 
is both inside and outside. It is He who dwells 
inside us. Therefore, the Vedas say, “Tattwa- 
masi—That thou art.” God is also outside us. He 
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appears manifold through maya; but in reality 
He alone exists.” 

Thus, Ramakrishna tells us that we ourselves 
are that Divine Being that we have been search- 
ing for all our lives. When we find the Lord, we 
find our own true divine Self. 


(IV) Service of God in human beings is 
service to God. 


Ina society steeped in prejudices and caste issues, 
Ramakrishna washed a sweeper’s latrine with his 
own long hair. He ate the leavings of the beggars 
at the temple, took away their used leaf plates, 
and cleaned the place where they had eaten. 
This was unthinkable in his day. His own cousin 
Haladhari warned him about being ostracised, 
but he did not care. As Swami Saradananda 
wrote: “He considered himself blessed by serv- 
ing those living gods with his mortal body.” This 
was one of Ramakrishna’s ways of serving the 
Lord in human form. 

Ramakrishna once said: “Look, I see clearly 
that the Divine Mother has covered Herself with 
different wrappers—She has assumed various 
forms and is peeping through them.” Or: ‘Thave 
been feeling much inclined to the Naralila [i.e., 
to the play of God in human form]. It is God 
Himself who plays about as human beings. If 
God can be worshipped through a clay image, 
then why not through a man?’”* And these were 
not mere words with him. More than any other 
human being on this earth—before or after 
him—Ramakrishna put into practice in his own 
life everything that he preached. 

For Ramakrishna, service to God in human 
beings was not just jagat hitaya—for the welfare 
of the world. It was also a means to God-real- 
isation. One serves human beings in the spirit 
of worshipping the Divine—‘Siva-jnane jiva 
seva, as Ramakrishna said—but then one attains 
through this the vision of the Divine in all. And 
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this, to Ramakrishna, was the 
highest state—the state of the 
vijnani. To him, this realisation 
is higher even than the state of 
Brahmajnana, the Knowledge 
of Brahman. 

This, then, is the answer 
to the fourth question: Why 
am I here? Our goal is to re- 
alise God, yes. But according 
to Ramakrishna that’s not the 
final state. The highest state of 
the Ramakrishna mould is this 
state of vijiana—seeing God, 
loving God, and serving God in 
all beings. 

Over and over again in The 
Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna we 
find Ramakrishna describing the state of vijiana. 
For instance: “The vijnani sees that it is God who 
has become all this. After attaining mahabhiva 
and prema one realises that nothing exists but 
God.’ So Ramakrishna’s sadhanas and realisa- 
tions were ultimately about seeing God in all 
beings—and loving God in all beings. And 
this is what strikes us most when we read about 
Ramakrishna’s life and teachings. He literally 
worshipped human beings—worshipped them 
as God in human form. 

Once he said: ‘Purna was born with an 
element of Vishnu. I worshipped him mentally 
with bel-leaves [normally offered to Shiva]; but 
the offering was not accepted. Then I worshipped 
him with tulsi-leaves and sandal-paste [offerings 
to Vishnu]. That proved to be all right’"° 

Again, this state of vijiana is not about seeing 
the Divine only in human beings. It is to see God 
everywhere and in everything. “What is vijnana?’ 
asks Ramakrishna. And he answers: 

It is knowing God in a special way. The aware- 

ness and conviction that fire exists in wood 
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Cossipore Garden House where Sri Ramakrishna 
spent his last days 


is jnana, knowledge. But to cook rice on that 
fire, eat the rice, and get nourishment from it 
is vijnana. To know by one’s inner experience 
that God exists is jnana. But to talk to Him, 
to enjoy Him as Child, as Friend, as Master, as 
Beloved, is vijnana. The realization that God 
alone has become the universe and all living 
beings is vijnana.”” 


We have given here the fundamental ideals 
that Ramakrishna presented to the world, and 
we have shown how his own life has established 
the truth and validity of these ideals. But how 
do we get there? Again, Ramakrishna has shown 
us the way. The following are some important 
points in his teachings that will help us enter the 
Ramakrishna mould: 

1. Truth: Ramakrishna was so strict in his 
practise of truth that if he said he would do even 
the slightest thing, he would have to do it. For 
Ramakrishna, truthfulness in thought, word, 
and deed is of the utmost importance. Society is 
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based on truth. It is the fundamental principle. 
Truth is the stabilising force—whether on the 
universal, social, family, or individual level—and 
is also the foundation of all moral principles. We 
see again and again that when truth is thrown to 
the winds, societies degenerate into chaos. On 
the other hand, when one is fully established in 
truth one can even realise God. As Ramakrishna 
said: “Truthfulness in speech is the tapasya of the 
Kaliyuga. It is difficult to practise other auster- 
ities in this cycle. By adhering to truth one at- 
tains God.’* Again, ‘Dwell in the truth and you 
will certainly realize God.” 

2. Renunciation of lust and greed: There is 
no question that Ramakrishna’s whole life was 
established in renunciation. As Holy Mother 
told a disciple: “But it seems to me, my child, 
that the special feature of the Master’s life is 
his renunciation. Has anyone ever seen such 
renunciation?”° 

For the ordinary person, renunciation of 
lust and greed is not easy, yet Ramakrishna said 
that through spiritual disciplines and holy com- 
pany one’s consciousness can be raised. As he 
said: “What are the spiritual disciplines that give 
the mind its upward direction? One learns all 
this by constantly living in holy company. The 
rishis of olden times lived either in solitude or 
in the company of holy persons; therefore they 
could easily renounce lust and greed and fix their 
minds on God.” 

To aid in this practice, Ramakrishna also em- 
phasised that men should regard all women who 
are not their wife as their mother. With the rise 
in violence against women these days, this teach- 
ing is of special importance. To women, he said 
that they should regard all men who are not their 
husband as their father, brother, or son. 

3. Live in this world as a maidservant lives 
in a rich person’s house: If our goal is to realise 
God, then how do we live in this world without 
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being attached to it? Ramakrishna has shown us 
in this simple yet profound teaching: 


Do all your duties, but keep your mind on God. 
Live with all—with wife and children, father 
and mother—and serve them. Treat them as if 
they were very dear to you, but know in your 
heart of hearts that they do not belong to you. 


A maidservant in the house of a rich man 
performs all the household duties, but her 
thoughts are fixed on her own home in her na- 
tive village. She brings up her master’s children 
as if they were her own. She even speaks of them 
as ‘my Rama’ or ‘my Hari. But in her own mind 
she knows very well that they do not belong to 
her at all.* 


For one living in this world, Ramakrishna’s 
ideal was to love God as a miser loves his wealth, 
as a mother loves her child, and as a wife loves 
her husband. We see this in Ramakrishna’s own 
life. God was his all-in-all. 

4. Go into solitude now and then to obtain 
discrimination and love for God: As Rama- 


krishna said: 


The world is water and the mind milk. If you 
pour milk into water they become one; you can- 
not find the pure milk any more. But turn the 
milk into curd and churn it into butter. Then, 
when that butter is placed in water, it will float. 
So, practise spiritual discipline in solitude and 
obtain the butter of knowledge and love. Even 
if you keep that butter in the water of the world 
the two will not mix. The butter will float. To- 
gether with this, you must practise discrimin- 
ation. “Lust and greed’ is impermanent. God is 
the only Eternal Substance.” 


5. One should respect and venerate all 
religious paths: Ramakrishna could see God 
and love God through all religious paths, and 
thus, he could not bear bigotry of any kind. To 
hear people criticising any religious path, or 
claiming that their path is the only way to God, 
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pained him, as he saw harmony everywhere. 


Once he said: 


It is not good to feel that one’s own religion 
alone is true and all others are false. God is one 
only, and not two. Different people call on Him 
by different names: some as Allah, some as God, 
and others as Krishna, Siva, and Brahman. It is 
like the water in a lake. Some drink it at one 
place and call it ‘jal, others at another place and 
call it ‘pani; and still others at a third place and 
call it ‘water’. The Hindus call it ‘jal, the Chris- 
tians ‘water, and the Mussalmans ‘pani’. But it is 
one and the same thing. Opinions are but paths. 
Each religion is only a path leading to God, as 
rivers come from different directions and ultim- 
ately become one in the one ocean.** 


Again, he said: 


He is indeed a real man who has harmonized 
everything. Most people are one-sided. But I find 
that all opinions point to the One. All views— 
the Sakta, the Vaishnava, the Vedanta—have 
that One for their centre. He who is formless is, 
again, endowed with form. It is He who appears 
in different forms. “The attributeless Brahman 
is my Father. God with attributes is my Mother. 
Whom shall I blame? Whom shall I praise? The 
two pans of the scale are equally heavy. 

He who is described in the Vedas is also de- 
scribed in the Tantras and the Puranas. All of 
them speak about the one Satchidananda. The 
Nitya [the Absolute] and the Lila [the relative] 
are the two aspects of the one Reality. 


Ramakrishna’s life was a true harmony of the 
most beautiful ideals of life. It was a symphony 
that he not only composed, but also performed. 
If only, like him, we were all able to see God and 
to love God in all things and beings, in all His 
manifestations, as well as in all His religions— 
how harmonious then this world would be. This 
is vijnana. This is what the world is waiting for. 
And this is the Ramakrishna mould. By casting 
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ourselves in this Ramakrishna mould, we also 
will get there. 

But even if we, as individuals, cannot attain 
that vision yet, we can, in the meantime, at least 
imbibe the spirit of Ramakrishna’s harmony. 
With this as our ideal, we will soon attain peace 
and harmony in our own lives. Then gradually 
this will bring about true peace and wellbeing 


PB 


all over this world. Ow 
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The History of Ramakrishna Mission in 
Sri Lanka, Singapore, and Malaysia 


Swami Dakshajananda 


Swami Vivekananda in Sri Lanka 
T THE TAIL END OF INDIA near Ramesh- 
Av divided by a dim demarcation, 
an island called ‘pearl upon the brow 
of India’ woke up to promising news. As one 
of the British colonies, Sri Lanka was wading 
through a rough sea that even the groans of the 
natives grew weak, and their spirits drowned in 
despair. A massive morale booster to Sri Lanka 
was the need of the hour, and it did come from 
an unexpected source. A glimmer of hope peered 
through the prophetic report in a local paper The 
Ceylon Independent, regarding the impending 
visit of Swami Vivekananda and its likely impact: 


The Arrival of Srimat Swami Vivekananda 
(The Hindu Sage)—The 15th of January will 
be a memorable day in the annals of the Hindu 
Community of Colombo, being the day on 
which a teacher of the most wonderful abili- 
ties and attainments, a teacher who belonged 
to the most sacred order of the Hindu spiritual 
lights, the Sannyasies (sic) of India, had been 
welcomed by them. His visit, it is hoped, will 
prove an epoch, marking the dawn of an unpre- 
cedented spiritual activity. 


The Hindu intelligentsia and nationalists, 
who had been closely following Swamiji in the 
newspapers, learned about his phenomenal 


Swami Dakshajananda serves in Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion Vivekananda Educational and Research Insti- 
tute (RKMVERI, a deemed university) based in 
Belur Math. 


166 


success in hoisting the flag of Eastern spiritua- 
lity and culture on Western soil. With renewed 
confidence, under the leadership of National- 
ist Sir Ponnambalam Ramanathan, a commit- 
tee made elaborate arrangements to provide a 
grand reception for Swamiji and also to take him 
around for a trip, covering more than 400 km 
from Colombo to Jaffna. 

Returning from the West with accolades to 
his motherland in 1897, Swamiji alighted at the 
Islet for a 10-day sojourn (January 15-25), and as 
foretold, lifted the sagging spirit of Sri Lankans. 
In the cyclonic phase, Swamiji inspired all of 
them with high spirits as his mere presence did 
that everywhere. Early in 1893, Swamiji visited 
the island when the ship had cruised to the port 
of Colombo during his historic voyage to repre- 
sent Indian spiritual ideals at the World Parlia- 
ment of Religions, Chicago. In British Ceylon, 
no one might had even remotely imagined then 
that Swamiji was divinely destined to change the 
course of the history, and in less than four years, a 
precursor to the great gala of Indian receptions in 
honour of his superhuman service to Hinduism 
would first roll out from the Sri Lankan shores.” 

The 125th anniversary of his historic visit was 
celebrated in Sri Lanka last year. Swamiji’s third 
and final visit to Sri Lanka occurred when he 
headed to the West for the second time in June 
1899. Even after a passage of two years, we get an 
inkling of how much Swamiji was loved, or rather 
worshipped in Sri Lanka from an animated ac- 
count of Sister Nivedita who accompanied him: 
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Oh, what a crowd! And how devotedly they 
looked at Swamiji! He pointed to his European 
clothes, but it made no difference. He was their 
Avatar just the same. Then he took a small fruit 
and sipped milk ... and then, as he turned to 
go, you should have heard the shout. ‘Praise be 
to Siva, the Lord of Parbutty (Parvati)! Hail} it 
was deafening, and you should have seen the 
crowd in the street when we got out and the 
crowd on the landing stage. 


The Hindu society of Sri Lanka had a radical 
outlook on religious externals. Pricking them 
on that pore, Swamiji jokingly, perhaps with his 
overcoat, trouser, and shoes, ‘pointed to his Euro- 
pean clothes’ to test their tolerance. But the con- 
servatives were, nevertheless, upbeat and adored 
him as ‘their Avatar, a divine incarnation. 

In the wake of Swamiji’s visit, Vivekananda 
Societies came up throughout the nation. Surely, 


this enormous enthusiasm set the stage for the 
Ramakrishna Mission.’ 


The Lesser-known Chapter 


But an interim spade work, before the second 
visit of Swamiji to Sri Lanka, had melted into 
thin air for want of records, about which clues 
were dropped by Swamiji himself. A warn- 
ing rebuke and warming pat in quick succes- 
sion found in the Swamiji’s epistles had thrown 
up more questions than answers. Among the 
direct disciples of Sri Ramakrishna, the name 
of Swami Niranjanananda didn’t figure much 
in the public domain. But his work was the one 
we are referring to! As early as 1894, Swamiji 
wrote to Swami Ramakrishnananda: “Why 
doesn’t Niranjan (Niranjanananda) learn Pali 
in Ceylon, and study Buddhist books? I can- 
not make out what good will come of aimless 
rambling. In the next year, Swamiji in a differ- 
ent vein appreciated his brother sannyasin say- 
ing: “To tell you the truth, I do not find among 
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Ramakrishna Mission, Colombo, Sri Lanka 


you any distinction of great or small: everyone 
has the capacity to manifest, in times of need, 
the highest energy. I see it. ... Niranjan has done 
much work in Ceylon and elsewhere. * 

But the role of Swami Niranjanananda in the 
Sri Lankan work is pretty obscure except for one 
visible output—T G Harrison, a British Bud- 
dhist and a resident of Colombo. T G Harri- 
son embraced Vedanta, and was initiated into a 
mantra by Swamiji. This devout disciple along 
with Swami Niranjanananda received Swamiji 
at the port of Colombo and tailed him like a 
shadow up to Calcutta in 1897. We gather that 
T G Harrison, through his oration, spread the 
message of Swamiji in Sri Lanka. 


Swami Shivananda in Sri Lanka 


Reaching Calcutta, Swamiji handpicked Swami 
Shivananda for the Sri Lankan work. Swami 
Shivananda, a direct disciple of Sri Ramakrishna, 
landed in Colombo in 1897 and conducted spiri- 
tual classes for the local devotees for about seven 
or eight months. Subsequently, a few direct dis- 
ciples, Sister Avabhamia, and many monks of 
the Ramakrishna order kept the islanders aflame 
with the message of Vedanta. 

The joining of versatile Professor Mylva- 
ganam into the Ramakrishna Order from Sri 
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Lanka with the guidance 
of the visiting Swami 
Sharvananda consoli- 
dated the task ahead on 
the island, so to say. He 
took to monastic life in 
1922 at Ramakrishna 
, Math, Chennai. An ini- 
tiated disciple of Swami 
Shivananda, he was or- 
dained as Swami Vipu- 


lananda in 192.4. He was 


Swami Vipulananda 


a multi-linguist, a great 
savant writer, and a dedicated saint. He served 
as an editor of three journals of the Ramakrishna 
order—Sri Ramakrishna Vijayam (Tamil), 
The Vedanta Kesari, and Prabuddha Bharata 
(both English). 


Ramakrishna Mission in Sri Lanka 


In 1925, Swami Vipulananda returned to 
his homeland and officially established the 
Ramakrishna Mission in British Ceylon. Before 
it, as early as 1917 itself, Swami Sharvananda, the 
then head of Chennai Math, brought a school 
in Jaffna under the wings of Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion. Swami Vipulananda opened a home for 
the orphaned and underprivileged boys at Jaffna 
in 1926, which was later shifted to Batticaloa in 
1929 on a permanent foundation. 

A year later in 1930, in the capital city of 
Colombo, the head centre of the Ramakrishna 
Mission in Sri Lanka was established and Swami 
Ghanananda became its first in-charge. The 
Batticaloa Ashrama was made a sub-centre to it. 
The Colombo Ashrama charted out the cultural- 
spiritual activities as its core for children and the 
general public. A Sunday school for Hindu chil- 
dren was started in the Colombo centre in the 
early 1950s and was officially adopted as a model 
by the Government of Sri Lanka. It remains 
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one of the largest Sunday schools in good stead. 
Notably, this cultural grooming of children 
was later refashioned as Balak-Sangha, Mandir, 
Vihar and so on, and was introduced into the 
Ramakrishna Order centres across India and else- 
where. An international auditorium with guest 
houses has been the centre of attraction in the 
Colombo centre. Students aspiring for higher 
studies had their boarding facilities in these guest 
houses before the economic downturn of the 
late 1970s interrupted the service. A library with 
8000 books and a play park for children with a 
beautiful garden draws more footfalls. 

These two centres stood the test of time to 
flourish and serve the people to date in various 
fields such as educational, medical, cultural, 
spiritual, welfare and other relief measures amid 
decades of civil war—all due to the protective 
grace of Sri Ramakrishna. Also, the hard aus- 
terities put in by Swami Vipulananda and the 
successive monks played a key role in keeping 
the two ashramas going. Swamis Asangananda, 
Avinashananda, Vipulananda, Siddhatmananda, 
Prematmananda, Natarajananda, and Jeevana- 
nanda are some of the senior stalwarts who 
steered the two ashramas. Attracted by the mag- 
netic Swami Vipulananda, 26 schools sprang up 
under the Ramakrishna Mission in several remote 
villages in the North and East of Sri Lanka. These 
institutions paved the way to revitalise Hinduism 
and to cool the simmering tension between the 
two diasporas, Sinhalese and Tamil (both owe 
their DNA to India) in religious-ethnic harmony. 
However, with the entry of the nationalisation 
of education, all the schools were handed over 
to the Government in the 1960s. For close to a 
century, homes for forlorn children and coaching 
for them along the lines of the ancient Gurukula 
system have been functioning to date. As a result, 
countless children have found an educational- 
spiritual sanctuary in the Batticaloa Ashrama. 
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After the end of the war in 2009, the Colombo 
Ashrama along with its sub-centre delivered ex- 
tensive relief measures to the affected and con- 
structed three welfare centres in the Northern 
war-affected areas of Urumpirai, Visuvamadu, 
and Killinochi. Coaching classes, a Sunday 
school, an Ayurveda clinic, and monthly Sat- 
sanga programmes have been conducted there.* 

Sri Lanka has a mixed population of Sinha- 
lese, Tamil, Veddah, Burghers—descendants 
of Portuguese, Dutch, and British but mingled 
with the local communities—and Muslims total- 
ling around 2.25 crores of people. In descending 
order, Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity, and 
Islam form their religious classifications. But 
religious animosity hiding behind an overtone 
of ethnicity has been the order of this Island 
since it gained its freedom from the British in 
1948.7 Amid the bullets and bombardments, 
the two ashramas have withstood the recurrent 
shocks to serve the affected, and have grown to 
what they are at the present! 

The early story of the Ramakrishna Mission 
in Sri Lanka is inseparable from its founder 
Swami Vipulananda. The influence of Swami 
Vipulananda, who had served as the first Tamil 
Professor in the universities of India and Sri 
Lanka, among the people, is immense. His nu- 
merous statues in public places and prestigious 
institutions, several prizes in his name, and re- 
citals of his poems in important events are such 
endorsements of his towering personality. His 
outstanding service in imparting education and 
basic amenities to the underprivileged and aca- 
demic contribution to Tamil language and lite- 
rature, science, and music are still fresh in the 
minds of the people.* 

The Sri Lankan Government invites Rama- 
krishna Mission monks to important events 
and meetings in the country. The Govern- 
ment recognised the Ramakrishna Mission as 
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a charitable organisation and issued certificates 
and postal stamps in appreciative gestures. The 
Ministry of Hindu Religious and Cultural Af- 
fairs, Government of Sri Lanka, has sponsored 
the publication of Ramakrishna Mission’s spir- 
itual books in Tamil, English, and Sinhala lan- 
guages. It is also gratifying that the said Ministry 
and the Indian High Commission have fre- 
quently contributed to various welfare activities 
of the Ashrama. 

The ‘pearl’ island is presently petrified into a 
state of ‘tear’. But right from the Ramayana days, 
this country had, again and again, surmounted 
such challenges with inner stamina and the help- 
ing hand of the neighbouring nation, on whose 
‘brow’ it is well-poised! Bridging the world, es- 
pecially the neighbouring country, with a trade 
corridor to address its shrunken economy and 
with people-to-people contact to unite its diy- 
ided community, is the grand opportunity that 
presents itself to tide over the turbulent times 
of Sri Lanka. 


Ramakrishna Mission in Singapore 


The envy of tiny nations and the wonder of larger 
ones is Singapore—the ‘Lion City’ or “Garden 
City’ or ‘instant Asia —gaining the last name 
for its tourist attractions and multicultural dis- 
play owing to the assemblage of various Asian 
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Old Ramakrishna Mission centre at Norris Road, Singapore 


immigrants. Predominantly populated by the 
Chinese, Singapore has also a flavour of minori- 
ties like Malays and Indians.’ 

After his first visit to Sri Lanka, Swami 
Vivekananda, en route to the Parliament of 
Religions, halted at Singapore on 12th June 1893 
and visited some places of interest. Following 
this, Swami Abhedananda and monks of the 
Ramakrishna Order made lecture trips to Singa- 
pore, brightening the pathway for a new centre. 

At the request of the devotees of Singapore, 
Swami Adyananda was sent to Singapore in May 
1928, and on 7 August 1928, a branch centre 
came into being. A spacious monastery was 
built and Vivekananda School was also opened 
at Norris Road in 1932. A separate school for 
gitls Saradamani Girls School was started in 
1937. Alongwith their academic studies, the 
students were given vocational training in car- 
pentry, mechanical repairs, tailoring, basket 
weaving, and toy-making. The qualitative coach- 
ing of these schools garnered praise from the 
Education Department. In the late evening, a 
unique school to educate the poverty-stricken 
grownups to fight against the evil habits of 
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The present Sri Ramakrishna Temple at Bartley Road, Singapore 


alcoholism and the like was launched. In today’s 
world, to counter the growing menace of drug 
addiction among the youth, this is a role model 
for the other Ramakrishna Order centres. 

Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose, the great Indian 
freedom fighter and leader, himself made a con- 
tribution to the construction of dormitories in 
the ashrama and also inaugurated one of them. 
He used to pray and meditate in the temple of Sri 
Ramakrishna. In a way, Netaji’s unfulfilled aspi- 
ration to become a monk of the Ramakrishna 
Order for leading spiritual life, was fulfilled 
in part here. Post-war, due to the astounding 
and gigantic growth of Singapore, the need for 
schools and larger homes for orphans became 
obsolete. The hallmarks of the country are not in 
children homes or old age homes but outgrow- 
ing the necessity for it. Singapore converted the 
curse of catastrophe into a cure of reconstruc- 
tion—just as Japan did—by scaling the great 
height from a sorry plight that had befallen on 
it during the world war. The irony between the 
opposite poles of affairs before and after the war 
should be ignored, and rather, lessons should be 
learned from them by other countries. 
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Moving onto Bartley Road 

The Boys’ Home for the destitute students in 
temporary dormitories began functioning in 
1940. While a Boys’ Home was built in 1950 at 
Bartley Road to shelter the increasing number 
of orphan boys, a similar home for girls was run 
at Norris Road. During the war-rage of 1942 to 
1945, Japan invaded Singapore, and the Ashrama 
came to bea haven to hundreds of refugees, pro- 
viding food and medicine to the hapless victims. 
A temporary hospital with eighty beds was read- 
ied for the sick and wounded. 


Activities Over the Period 


A Kindergarten was started in 1992, and a 
counselling service centre in 1995. The focus 
of the counselling is to address the problems 
of youth and the public with tools ranging 
from talks, workshops, family therapy, home 
visits, guidance to parents and teachers, psy- 
chiatric service, and language enrichment pro- 
grammes. Yoga classes on Sunday mornings, 
a homoeopathy clinic, and classes for children 
are the highlights of centre’s activities now. A 
quarterly English journal ‘Nirvana’, published 
to promote racial and religious harmony, is a 
notable accomplishment.” 


Ramakrishna Mission in Malaysia 


Malaysia was established on 16 September 1963. 
It consisted of territories—Malaya (now Pen- 
insular Malaysia), the island of Singapore, and 
the colonies of Sarawak and Sabah in north- 
ern Borneo—all formerly under British rule. 
In August 1965, Singapore seceded to become 
an independent republic.” 

The maritime trade brought Malaysia under 
the imperceptible influence of Indian cultural 
ideas. Some old inscriptions found in Malay- 
sia are profoundly Sanskritised and Malay- 
sians’ vocabulary has a lot more Sanskrit words. 
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Ramakrishna Mission centre in Malaysia 


Migration from India began during the British 
rule, mainly from Tamil Nadu.” 

On the heels of Sri Lanka, before Singapore, 
Swami Vivekananda reached the port at Penang 
(Malaysia) in early June 1893, as recorded in his 
letter addressed to Alasinga Perumal dated July 
10, 1893. The voyage story of Swamiji from Sri 
Lanka to Singapore can be told in his own words: 


From Bombay we reached Colombo. Our 
steamer remained in port for nearly the whole 
day, and we took the opportunity of getting off 
to have a look at the town. We drove through 
the streets and the only thing I remember was 
a temple in which was a very gigantic Murti 
(image) of the Lord Buddha in a reclining pos- 
ture, entering Nirvana. ... The next station was 
Penang, which is only a strip of land along the 
sea in the body of the Malaya Peninsula. ... On 
our way from Penang to Singapore, we had 
glimpses of Sumatra with its high mountains. 
... Singapore is the capital of the Straits Settle- 
ments. It has a fine botanical garden with the 
most splendid collection of palms. ... Singapore 
possesses a fine museum too.” 


Though the epicentre of the cyclonic Swamiji 
was in the West, its sway was far-reaching and is 
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still working for the global awakening. In 1904, 
ignited by Swamiji’s Chicago lectures, a group 
of students formed the Vivekananda Ashrama 
in Kuala Lumpur to propagate Swamiji’s ideas. 
A Tamil school also was started there in 1914. 
As had been in Sri Lanka and Singapore, Swami 
Sharvananda came to motivate the Malaya 
Indians in 1913, and again in 1919. Swamis 
Abhedananda and other monks also visited and 
delivered lectures in Malaysia. 

During 1919-25, the proposal of Swami Vide- 
hananda to head the Kuala Lumpur centre came 
to nought due to a legal dispute. Since then it 
has been functioning independently with many 
more schools. Sri Ramakrishna Ashrama, Pen- 
ang has been running homes for needy chil- 
dren of Indian origin; it was inaugurated by 
Swami Bhaswarananda in November 1938 and 
after the Second World War, the orphan girls 
of the Singapore Ashrama were shifted here. 
In 1968, a temple for Sri Ramakrishna in this 
Ashrama was inaugurated by Swami Vireshwa- 
ranandaji Maharaj, the 10th President of the 
Ramakrishna Order. The ashrama presently also 
runs a kindergarten. 

Finally, the red letter day for Ramakrishna 
Mission in Malaysia arrived in 2001, with 
the affiliation of, Persatuan (Association) Sri 
Ramakrishna Sarada of Kuala Lumpur, with 
Headquarters at Belur Math. Swami Tanmaya- 
nanda was the first head of Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion, Malaysia. As Ramakrishna Society, in 
October 1959, this centre had begun working 
under the guidance of Swami Siddhatmananda. 
Swami Ranganathanandaji had inaugurated the 
Sarada Sangha for women in 1960, which ran a 
home for girls. Now these two centres have been 
integrated to form a single centre. 

Weekly online classes and yoga classes, book 
exhibitions, personality development pro- 
grammes in schools, Vivekananda Bala Vihar 
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(a cultural centre for children), counselling, 
discourses, a library, and a book showroom are 
some of the current activities of the centre.’*A8 
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Ramakrishna Mission Seva Pratishthan: 
A Perennial Source of Inspiration 


Swami Shaktipradananda 


Inception 

T WAS 1931. A young monk of thirty-nine 

belonging to the Ramakrishna Order, full 

of enthusiasm and zeal, after handing over 
the charge of the Vedanta Society of Northern 
California, having served there from 1926 to 
August 1931, returned to India with a dream of 
serving humanity at large, especially providing 
medical care to expectant mothers and nursing 
them and their babies. He was deeply moved 
and inspired by the maternity and child welfare 
centres in Moscow and Leningrad, while visiting 
those places on his way back to India. This young 
monk was Swami Dayananda, a direct disciple 
of the Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi. While in 


America, he first became interested in maternity 


Swami Shaktipradananda serves in Ramakrishna 
Mission Seva Pratishthan, Kolkata. 
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and nursing work, which he expressed afterwards 
in a letter: 


I was very much impressed by the health and 
happiness of American babies and children; 
and this generated in me the enthusiasm for 
starting some maternity and child welfare work 
in India after my return there. ... Inspired by 
Swami Vivekananda’s ideas and ideals on Prac- 
tical Vedanta, the Ramakrishna Mission had 
started many schools, dispensaries, and hos- 
pitals all over India, but although maternity 
and infant mortality rates were appallingly high 
in India, nota single work on this line had been 
started by our Mission till then. So, one day I 
said to myself: God willing, that would be my 
future work in India. 


After reaching Belur Math on 3 January 1932, 
Swami Dayananda undertook a pilgrimage to 


South India. During his journey, he was highly 
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charged and animated by his visit to a newly 
built health centre near the city of Trivandrum. 
He had dialogues with some of his senior monas- 
tic brothers and acquaintances regarding his new 
plan of initiating maternity and nursing work 
under the management of Ramakrishna Mission. 
Consequently, he presented his plan to the Trus- 
tees of the Ramakrishna Mission and prepared 
to translate his programme into action. Though 
initially, the Mission authorities were in a di- 
lemma to accept this sort of plan of maternity 
service under the direct supervision of monks, 
discussions went on regarding the acceptance of 
responsibility of this service work that opened 
a new horizon. Swami Dayananda tried to con- 
vince Swami Shuddhananda, the Secretary of 
the Math and Mission that he would bear the 
responsibility of the planned institution as long 
as he lived. At last, Swami Shuddhananda got 
convinced. Swami Dayananda wrote a four-page 
article in f Udbodhan, entitled Sri Ramakrishna 
Mission O Shishumangal: 


It is on the children that the future of a nation 
depends. If from the beginning, arrangements 
can be made for the growth of healthy, sturdy, 
good-charactered children, then these children, 
when grown up, can take the nation unto the 
path of glory in the future. It is for this reason 
that this particular matter has drawn the special 
attention of all developing nations. It is our be- 
lief that all thoughtful persons in our country, 
as in other countries, will feel the special neces- 
sity of this child welfare work. 


His vision came true. Today, the Ramakrishna 
Mission, in the 125th year of its inception, has be- 
come a role model for all healthcare centres that 
are serving patients as the embodiment of God. 

Ramakrishna Mission Shishumangal Pratish- 
than was established in July 1932 in a two-sto- 
reyed house at 104, Bakul Bagan Road in South 
Calcutta, a small house which Swami Dayananda 
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rented to educate the people about proper care of 
expectant and nursing mothers, arranging for free 
care of mothers and their babies, and also train- 
ing women in midwifery and child care. To fulfil 
his mission, three experienced nurses— German 
Sister Rama (Miss Pfeffer), American Sister Mrs 
Lilian Engstrand, and Marathi Sister Saraswati 
(Miss Ramabai Palekar) joined one after another. 
They were very meticulous in arranging clinics 
for pregnant mothers and babies, regular lec- 
tures on pregnancy and baby care, and distribut- 
ing pamphlets of instructions among pregnant 
mothers. In the beginning, the yearly donation of 
Rupees five thousand by Miss Helen Rubel (Sis- 
ter Bhakti) of America was indeed a great help 
in those days. As a matter of fact, in the begin- 
ning, they could help more mothers prior to and 
during confinement at their homes than at the 
hospital, because the idea of being hospitalised 
for childbirth was foreign to them at that time. 
With the help of these experienced nurses, the 
local people were convinced to send the pregnant 
mothers to Shishumangal for proper peripartum 
care and subsequent baby care. These pregnant 
mothers were literally worshipped by bathing 
them, giving them new sarees with red borders, 
applying vermillion and garlanding them as we 
do while worshipping celestial deities. 


Early Growth 


Thus, the institution continued to grow after pri- 
mary hurdles had been overcome. Its success in- 
spired healthcare providers and helped them to 
make the public aware that the premature death 
of mothers and infants could be completely 
avoided. In December 1933, seven beds for 
mothers and seven beds for babies were opened. 
This is how ‘the institution has succeeded in 
winning universal admiration as an ideal child 
welfare centre, as was published in the general 
report of the Ramakrishna Mission. National 
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leaders like Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose, Jawa- 
harlal Nehru, and Dr Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan 
visited the institution and commended its ser- 
vices. In less than two years, Swami Dayananda’s 
selfless services and his dedicated band of work- 
ers succeeded in creating much awareness among 
the people of the locality as to the need for 
proper care for expectant mothers and babies. 

In 1938, land measuring about three by four 
acres at 99, Landsdown Road (now Sarat Bose 
Road) was purchased from the Calcutta Mu- 
nicipal Corporation. A full-fledged plan was 
drawn up by the famous architect Mr Hardinge 
of Martin and Company, which was acclaimed 
for architectural knowledge and works. The 
foundation stone of the hospital building was 
laid by Srimat Swami Vijnananandaji Maharaj, a 
direct disciple of Sri Ramakrishna and the fourth 
President of the Ramakrishna Math and Rama- 
krishna Mission. The two-storeyed construction 
work was completed in 1939 and was consecrated 
in that year by Srimat Swami Virajanandaji 
Maharaj, the sixth President of the Ramakrishna 
Order. This shows that Swami Dayananda was a 
great Karmayogi because in his life were com- 
bined the rare qualities of endurance and detach- 
ment with faithful and skilful service. 

In 1943, the Bengal Nursing Council recog- 
nised the Pratishthan as a training centre for se- 
nior and junior midwives. The public demand 
went so high that the Shishumangal Pratishthan 
was practically bound to increase the number 
of beds over the years and it reached one hun- 
dred and fifty by 1950. A nurses’ hostel was also 
constructed in 1955 along with the hostel shrine 
and prayer hall to accommodate a large num- 
ber of nurse trainees. The attention of Swami 
Dayananda was always focused on transforming 
Shishumangal into an ideal institution. The then 
General Secretary suggested Swami Dayananda 


to do something for the aged people also. No 
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one could probably imagine at that time that it 
was a prophecy to come true in the near future. 
The Shishumangal Pratishthan was indeed trans- 
formed and expanded into a General Hospital in 
1956 by adding sixty beds for medical and surgi- 
cal patients. Seventy beds were made free out 
of two hundred and ten to serve the needy and 
poverty-stricken patients. 

Swami Dayananda was always cautious to pre- 
vent any lapse in the ideal caused by the speedy 
expansion of the Pratishthan. The programme of 
the Shishumangal had to be increased substan- 
tially, given the increased demand for service to 
all men, women, children, and old people. On 
15 May 1957, the Silver Jubilee year of the Prat- 
ishthan, this great service centre was renamed 
Ramakrishna Mission Seva Pratishthan and the 
adjacent Landsdown Road was renamed Sarat 
Bose Road. More buildings were constructed to 
accommodate more equipment and installation 
of machinery, the appointment of more special- 
ists, and the establishment of a general nursing 
training centre, which was very much needed 
to organise a general hospital. Revered Swami 
Madhavanandaji Maharaj, the ninth President of 
the Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion, dedicated a six-storeyed building for service 
work on 29 September 1962, which was opened 
ceremonially on the 1 July 1963 by Jawaharlal 
Nehru, the then Prime Minister of India. 


Diversification of Work 


The idea of service work which was Swami Day- 
ananda’s dream at the beginning became a reality 
in the form of Shishumangal and became pros- 
perous in later years taking the form of Seva 
Pratishthan. The progress and development of 
the Seva Pratishthan has necessitated a corres- 
ponding expansion in the diversification of its 
service work which is four-fold: (1) the Gene- 


ral Hospital, (2) the School of Nursing, (3) the 
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Post Graduate Medical Training Department 
known as Vivekananda Institute of Medical Sci- 
ences (VIMS), and (4) the Community Health 
Service. On the 1 April 1963, Swami Dayananda 
handed over the responsibility of the secretary- 
ship of the institution to Swami Gahanananda. 

At present, the General Hospital wing covers 
as many as five hundred and fifty beds, distrib- 
uted in eight major disciplines and some super 
speciality units. Annually, twenty-five thousand 
indoor patients and about five lakh outdoor pa- 
tients are being served by the departments like 
Obstetrics and Gynaecology, General Medi- 
cine, Paediatrics, General Surgery, Orthopaedics, 
Ophthalmology, ENT, Dentistry, and Derma- 
tology. There are also some specialised units and 
clinics for Paediatric Surgery, Urological Surgery, 
Maxillo-Facial Surgery, Neuro-medicine, Neuro- 
surgery, Psychiatry, Gastroenterology, Diabetes, 
Rheumatology, Speech and Hearing Therapy, 
Family Welfare, Immunisation of Babies, and 
the like. To fulfill the needs of these units and 
clinics, there are well-equipped departments like 
Radio diagnosis and Medical Imaging, Radio- 
therapy, Blood Bank, Infusions Fluid Produc- 
tion, Pathology, Biochemistry, Microbiology, 
and Human Genetics. The hospital as a whole is 
fairly equipped with modern medical equipment 
and its beneficiaries are primarily the poor and 
economically weaker sections of society. 

On the occasion of the celebration of the 
150th Birth Anniversary of Swami Vivekananda 
in 2013, a new project was introduced. It con- 
sisted of: (1) the construction of a Diagnostic 
Centre Building, (2) a fully equipped Cath. Lab., 
Cardiac Care Unit, High Dependency Unit, and 
Cardiothoracic Vascular Surgery Unit. The en- 
tire project was named ‘Swami Vivekananda 
Diagnostic and Cardiac Care Centre and it 
was possible with financial assistance from the 
Ministry of Culture, Government of India. In 
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addition to the above-mentioned units, the fol- 
lowing operations or investigations are being 
done in the Pratishthan successfully at a low cost 
compared to the other non-Government insti- 
tutions in the state of West Bengal: Coronary 
Angiography, Coronary Angioplasty, Single 
and Double Chamber Pacemaker Implanta- 
tion, ASD Closure, Mitral Valve Replacement, 
Aortic Valve Replacement, and Double Valve 
Replacement. A new Cardiology Ward on the 
fifth floor of Adhish Chandra Sinha Building has 
been inaugurated on 3rd March 2019 by Swami 
Vimalatmananda, Trustee, Ramakrishna Math, 
and Member, Governing Body of Ramakrishna 
Mission. The 38-bedded ward has general beds 
and cabin facilities for male, female, and paedi- 
atric cardiology patients with an attached High 
Dependency Unit (HDU). The bed strength of 
the Pratishthan has risen to 684 beds to date. 


Vivekananda Institute of Medical Sciences 


In 1963, during the Birth Centenary of Swami 
Vivekananda, the recognition for Post Graduate 
teaching and research in Medicine was accredited 
by the University of Calcutta to the academic 
wing of the Seva Pratishthan which was called 
Vivekananda Institute of Medical Sciences. The 
University of Calcutta gradually started sending 
students of M.O., M.D., and M.S. degrees for 
their training and dissertation, and research in 
various branches of medical science has been a 
regular feature of Pratishthan’s activities. Several 
post-graduate diploma courses of the university 
were started in various phases from 1974 onwards. 
Courses of Diploma in Child Health (D.CH.), 
Diploma of Gynaecology and Obstetrics 
(D.G.O), Diploma in Ophthalmology (D.0.), 
Diploma in Otorhinolaryngology (D.L.O.), Di- 
ploma in Orthopaedics (D.Orth.) and Anaes- 
thesia (D.A.) of the University of Calcutta are 
being conducted since then. DNB courses of 
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the National Board 
Examinations (NBE) 
are also being con- 
ducted in as many as 
u1 disciplines. In 1966, 
the Medical Council 
of India recognised 
the Vivekananda In- 
stitute of Medical 
Sciences for compul- 
sory rotatory train- 
ing of fresh medical 
graduates, and in 1979 
also approved it for Post-Graduate Teaching as 
well as Research. The Indian Council of Medi- 
cal Research recognised it in 1977 as a medical 
research centre and the recognition from the 
University Grants Commission came in 1987. 

During the year 2020-21 a good number of 
doctors have done their dissertations for Post 
Graduate degrees of MD in Obstetrics and 
Gynaecology, MS in General Surgery, MD in 
Paediatrics, MD in General Medicine, MD in 
Radiodiagnosis and Anaesthesiology, and so on. 
The total number of Degree, Diploma, and DNB 
students on the rolls as on 31 March 2021 were 
59, 11, and 28 respectively. It has been seen sev- 
eral times, in almost all the years, that the VIMS 
scholars stand toppers in the examinations of 
the National Medical Commission (NMC) in 
various disciplines conducted by the West Ben- 
gal University of Health Sciences. 

The Vivekananda Institute of Medical Sci- 
ences (VIMS) also invites and attracts eminent 
medical scientists from many other institutions 
in India, and sometimes from other countries as 
well to its various seminars. It also conducts many 
medical education programmes and annual sci- 
entific conferences. Medical students from the 
UK, USA, China, Russia, Ukraine, Philippines, 
Mauritius, Germany, and so on frequently visit 
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Courtyard View of Ramakrishna Mission Seva Pratishthan, Kolkata 


the Institution for doing observership, intern- 
ship, and house-staffship to gain experience in 
the treatment of tropical diseases in particular, 
which is a part of their curriculum. 

Diploma in Medical Laboratory Technique 
(DMLT) and Diploma in Radiodiagnosis Tech- 
nique (DRD-Tech) courses of the State Med- 
ical Faculty (SMF) of West Bengal are also being 
conducted here. The Bachelor of Critical Care 
Technology (BCCT) and Bachelor of Oper- 
ation Theatre Technology (BOTT) courses 
have been introduced in September 2009 under 
the West Bengal University of Health Sciences 
(WBUHS). The Bachelor of Physiotherapy 
(BPT) course under the WBUHS was started in 
2006. The diploma in Neuro Electro Physiology 
(DNEP) course under SMF started functioning 
in September 2017. 

The Vivekananda Institute of Medical Sci- 
ences (VIMS) caters to all levels of medical 
scholars as it has a big Medical Library with 
nearly 10,000 costly medical books and subscrip- 
tions to a large number of medical journals. It 
also contains 3,800 bound volumes of medical 
journals and 630 thesis. Eminent qualified and ex- 
perienced doctors guide research works on differ- 
ent subjects and the results of their investigations 
are published in medical journals in India and 
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abroad. The Vivekananda Institute of Medical 
Sciences started publishing a bi-annual medical 
journal of its own in 1978. The journal became a 
widely acclaimed medium for publishing differ- 
ent original research works and complicated case 
reviews by the eminent doctors of the Pratishthan 
and of other medical research institutes too. 


The School of Nursing 


The School of Nursing, another unique wing of 
the Ramakrishna Mission Seva Pratishthan, was 
started officially in 1957 (the Pratishthan had been 
training midwives since its inception in 1932 and 
was recognised as a training centre for junior and 
senior midwives in 194.4) and is adjudged as one 
of the best schools of the kind in West Bengal; it 
has also been recognised by both the Indian Nurs- 
ing Council and West Bengal Nursing Council 
for over 40 years. One of the chief objectives of 
the Seva Pratishthan has been to provide facilities 
for training in nursing and midwifery in a suit- 
able atmosphere. The School was recognised for 
the training of Auxiliary Nurse-Midwives (ANM) 
and General Nurse-Midwives (GNM) in 1958. The 
school is wholly a residential one and caters to free 
training of more than 200 girls coming mostly 
from low-income families in the three-year gen- 
eral Nursing-Midwifery courses. The students of 
the school of nursing always come out with fly- 
ing colours in examinations. An especially not- 
able aspect of Pratishthan’s school of nursing is its 
capping ceremony in which the new students are 
given the Nursing Cap after taking vows, written 
in lucid Sanskrit, of rendering dedicated service 
to the sick irrespective of caste, religion, age, or 
social status, keeping in mind the saying of the 
Vedas that every individual human is Shiva, the 
Supreme Being. Well-equipped with a demon- 
stration room, a library with nearly 8,000 books 
and six periodicals, an auditorium, a shrine, and 


a prayer hall, the School of Nursing is an ideal 
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institute to impart all-around development. Be- 
sides, there are various kinds of cultural and re- 
ligious functions every year. A scholarship fund 
has been created out of donations received from 
various sources for awarding scholarships and 
prizes to student nurses of the institution. 

The Ma Sarada College of Nursing is another 
branch of nursing training institute introduced 
for conducting a B.Sc. course of the West Ben- 
gal University of Health Sciences in 2005. The 
College is affiliated with the West Bengal Uni- 
versity of Health Sciences and recognised by 
Indian Nursing Council and West Bengal Nurs- 
ing Council. Candidates for admission are se- 
lected through the Joint Entrance Examination 
(JENPAS-UG) and are sent to different colleges 
including this institution. 

Swami Vivekananda said, “The national ideals 
of India are renunciation and service’ and ‘ser- 
vice to human is service to God’. As a branch 
centre of the Ramakrishna Mission, the Seva 
Pratishthan has been following these great ideals 
in rendering medical and nursing service and 
the vows taken by nursing pupils are so com- 
posed that the great ideals of dedicated nursing 
may be instilled into their hearts. The inspir- 
ation drawn from this dedicated service was so 
widespread that in 1971, the then Health Secre- 
tary of the Government of West Bengal came 
to preside over the Capping Ceremony. He was 
highly impressed by witnessing it and expressed 
his desire to try to introduce a similar ceremony 
in the Schools and Colleges of Nursing run by 
the Government. It materialised soon. Dr Karan 
Singh, the then Union Health Minister, who 
presided over this ceremony at the Pratishthan 
in 1976 also acclaimed it highly. Similar has been 
the experience of other prominent personalities 
who attended the ceremony from time to time. 
Once it so happened that the then Governor of 
West Bengal, Shri Dharma Vira, was the Chief 
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Guest in the School’s Capping Ceremony in 
1968. He was highly impressed attending the 
graceful ceremony and the lofty ideals held by 
the new entrants to the noble profession. He 
referred to the Vedic teaching that every living 
being was the incarnation of Shiva, and he in- 
spired the students by saying: ‘As the lamps are 
lighted today, you pass on the flame of selfless 
service from one to the other’ 


Community Health Service Programme 


The Pratishthan started covering some slum areas 
of the Kolkata city under a community health 
service programme from 1963 onwards. In 196s, 
Rural Community Health Service was started 
in Sarisha in the district of South 24 Parganas, 
covering twenty-three backward villages; in 1978 
another ten villages in the Arapanch area of the 
same district were added. In Arapanch village, a 
special primary healthcare clinic was introduced 
for infants in 1983 which achieved remarkable 
success by reducing the infant mortality rate to 
the minimum. The mobile medical unit attached 
to Community Health Service visits Sarisha (40 
km.) covering 23 villages with a population of 
about 20,000, Arapanch (20 km.) covering 10 
villages with a population of about 15,000, and 
Rajarhat (30 km.) with a population of about 
10,000, twice a week and provides free treatment 
to about 200 patients daily. The critically ill pa- 
tients are brought to the main hospital for treat- 
ment as and when necessary. Free eye camp is 
held for patients from areas served by the mobile 
unit every year. A ‘mothercratft’ class is also held 
at Sarisha once a week. A regular antenatal check- 
up is carried out, in which high-risk mothers are 
identified and referred to the Pratishthan. An im- 
munisation programme is implemented against 
measles, diphtheria, whooping cough, and teta- 
nus for children in these rural areas. The Pratish- 
than also conducts Medical Relief Camp at 
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Gangasagar Mela in January every year; 28 mem- 
bers consisting of two monastic members, 6 doc- 
tors, 2 male nurses, 4 pharmacists, 3 GDAs, and 8 
volunteers are sent to cater to the medical needs 
of huge numbers of pilgrims visiting the Mela. 
The Seva Pratishthan celebrated fifty years 
of service to the people on July 24, 1982, as its 
Golden Jubilee in three phases between July 1982 
and July 1983. In the first phase, a memorable 
four-day scientific symposium was conducted 
among other functions. It was inaugurated by 
Prof. V Ramalingaswamy, the then Director 
General of the Indian Council of Medical Re- 
search (ICMR). The symposium was presided 
over by Revered Swami Ranganathanandaji 
Maharaj, the thirteenth President of the Rama- 
krishna Order. Eminent personalities in the field 
of various medical disciplines hailing from dif- 
ferent parts of the country actively participated 
in the deliberations. In the second phase, a two- 
day symposium on nursing, the first of its kind 
in the country, was conducted on the premises 
where a large number of eminent persons be- 
longing to and connected with the profession 
participated and shared their valuable opinions. 
The opening of the new building of the Viveka- 
nanda Institute of Medical Sciences and the re- 
lease of various Golden Jubilee publications were 


part of the third phase of the programme. 


Service during Pandemic 


The sudden emergence of the Covid-19 pandemic 
brought the whole world to a halt, resulting in a 
lockdown of normal living since 22 March 2020. 
Bare necessities of life were not allowed to the 
affected section of society and as a result, people 
had given up their hope. Healthcare providers in- 
cluding doctors and nurses left their hearths and 
homes and risked their lives to save lives. They 
became the sole refuge for the helpless. The Seva 
Pratishthan was in the dark during this period 
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as it lacked the suitable infrastructure in a “‘U’ 
pattern single campus to handle the pandemic. 
A huge crowd of people fearing getting affected 
with flu and cardiac-related issues got admit- 
ted to our hospital. As a result, doctors, nurses, 
paramedics, and other health care providers got 
severely affected and diagnosed Covid positive 
while serving them indoors and outdoors to 
their might. Once it happened that 121 persons 
of the hospital were found Covid positive in a 
single day! Many generous individuals and or- 
ganisations (including a Government College) 
extended help in cash or kind to serve “Nara- 
yana’ in the form of ‘Nara’ in a suitable manner. 
Besides financial assistance, equipment and allied 
items were the daily features of offerings unasked. 

It is worth mentioning here that the financial 
help to set up two Oxygen Generator Plants was 
made possible with the help of one individual 
donor and one organisation duly approved by 
the Headquarters of Ramakrishna Math and 
Ramakrishna Mission to mitigate the colossal 
requirement of the huge number of patients dur- 
ing Corona pandemic. Garden Reach Shipbuild- 
ers and Engineers Ltd. kindly sanctioned Rupees 
one crore to set up one of the Oxygen Generator 
Plants with a huge capacity. 


Lecture Series 


In memory of Revered and Beloved Swami Day- 
anandaji Maharaj, Founder Secretary of the Seva 
Pratishthan who served the institution as the 
Secretary from 1932 to 1963, and passed away 
on June 5, 1980, ‘Swami Dayananda Memo- 
rial Oration’ was introduced in 1981. Similarly, 
‘Swami Gahanananda Memorial Oration’ was 
introduced in 2008 in memory of revered and 
beloved Swami Gahananandaji Maharaj, the 
14th President of the Ramakrishna Order, who 
served the Seva Pratishtan as the second longest- 
serving Secretary from 1964 to 1984. From 1999 
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onwards, a lecture programme, consisting of lec- 
tures delivered by distinguished persons of the 
society, is being held every year as a part of the 
Annual Scientific Conference. Since 2008, the 
‘Oration’ is being regularly held every year dur- 
ing the Annual Scientific Conference. 


A Temple of Service 


More and more responsibilities are coming on the 
shoulders of Seva Pratishthan. The Almighty Lord 
will give strength and guidance to the monks, 
doctors, nursing and paramedical colleagues of 
the Pratishthan to enable them to worship God in 
suffering men, women, and children in this ‘Tem- 
ple of Service’. Seva Pratishthan is growing from 
strength to strength winning the hearts of numer- 
ous people owing to its profound spiritual essence. 

Swami Vivekananda said to Swami Turi- 
yananda, his brother-disciple: “Hari Bhai, this 
time I have introduced a new path. So long people 
knew that God-realisation was possible by prac- 
tising Dhyana (meditation), Japa (repetition of 
Gods’ name), and JAidna-Vicara (discernment bet- 
ween the real and apparent) and the like, but this 
time men and women of this place (meaning per- 
sons following Sri Ramakrishna’s teachings and 
serving God in everyone) will realise God during 
their lifetime while performing His work’? Swami 
Turiyananda remarked: ‘Swamiji’s Order is truth, I 
have no doubt about it. ... Service to man as “Nara- 
yana’ is the most suitable path in this age’ Let us 
all remember his call: ‘They alone live who live for 
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others, the rest are more dead than alive. as 
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Unique Features of the Ramakrishna Order 


Pravrajika Divyanandaprana 


HEN GREAT SPIRITUAL GIANTS 
grace the earth, they raise huge waves 
of movements embodying their ideals, 


and from these spring organisations, which stand 
the test of time. At the pinnacle of the life-cur- 
rent of the organisation stands the man of God. 
Sri Ramakrishna, who was born in 1836, set into 
motion such a wave of unprecedented power and 
strength. His intense, palpable spirituality and 
God-soaked life left little doubt in developed 
minds that he was an incarnation of the Divine 
Himself. For a period of twelve years, Sri Rama- 
krishna had dedicated himself entirely to sadhana, 
practically leaving no spiritual practice or method 
of spirituality unexplored. He had also realised 
the same divine in all faiths. His conclusion may 
be phrased in his own words: ‘As many faiths, so 
many paths. He often said: “There are innumer- 
able pathways leading to the Ocean of Immortal- 
ity. The essential thing is to reach the Ocean. It 
doesn’t matter which path you follow?" His words 
were an outpouring of his divine realisations and 
touched the core of all who visited him. His irre- 
sistible appeal to the ignorant and learned, to the 
wise and vicious, bespoke his capacity to mould 
human minds as if they were lumps of clay. The 
noteworthy elite of his times like Keshab Chan- 
dra Sen, Vijay Krishna Goswami, Girish Chandra 
Ghosh, and others, testified to the divine trans- 
formative power that emanated from Sri Rama- 
krishna and re-energised the true spirit of religion. 


Pravrajika Divyanandaprana is the editor of ‘Samvit’, 
the English magazine of the Sarada Math. 
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Swami Vivekananda was the foremost dis- 
ciple of the Great Master. As the wind carries 
and spreads the fragrance of blooms, Swamiji 
carried and disseminated the message of his Mas- 
ter all over the world. The life-giving waters of 
Sri Ramakrishna’s words unleashed a treasure 
of knowledge that would draw all minds, young 
and old. Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi, the divine 
consort of Sri Ramakrishna, once had a vision. 
She saw Sri Ramakrishna getting down into the 
Ganga and his body dissolving in the waters. 
Then she found Narendra taking that life-giv- 
ing water and sprinkling it everywhere. It was a 
prophetic vision of what was to take place soon— 
Narendra disseminating the universal message of 
his Master. The vision symbolised that Naren- 
dranath would be instrumental in bringing the 
Master’s message to the world at large. 


Silent Impact 


Can impact be silent? It can be, only in the 
spiritual realm. Silence is the language of inner 
change. All outer changes are hardly noiseless. 
But transformations of the human heart and 
mind are always unvoiced, tacit, and even go un- 
noticed—‘Slow and silent as the gentle dew that 
brings into manifestation the most beautiful roses 
to borrow a phrase from Swami Vivekananda. 
The powerful message of the Master, as inter- 
preted by Swamiji, made its way into the hearts 
of nations. After his great success in the World 
Parliament of Religions, Chicago, Swamiji spent 
a few years in the US. He clearly saw the organis- 
ing capacity of the Western mind and its result. 
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He felt tempted to start one, for he saw that 
living, developing, and enabling an empowering 
vision is the very essence of effective leadership. 
Vision statements as we call them today are the 
inspiring words chosen by successful leaders to 
clearly and concisely convey the direction of 
an organisation. By crafting a clear vision state- 
ment or rule book as it was called then, Swamiji 
could powerfully communicate his intentions 
and motivate a team of monastics and house- 
holder devotees to create an organisation built in 
the template of his Master. One can only think 
strategically and outline a vision after having a 
complete understanding of the existing reality. 
Swamiji saw that an organisation was indispen- 
sable to the realisation of his Master’s vision. 
Later on, he made his thoughts explicit: 


Why is it that organisations are so powerful? 
Do not say organisation is material. Why is 
it, to take a case in point, that forty millions 
of Englishmen rule three hundred millions of 
people here? What is the psychological explan- 
ation? These forty millions put their wills to- 
gether and that means infinite power, and you 
three hundred millions have a will each separate 
from the other. Therefore to make a great future 
in India, the whole secret lies in organisation, 
accumulation of power, co-ordination of wills.” 


Towards the end of his life, Sri Ramakrishna 
distributed ochre clothes to his disciples who 
belonged to his inner circle, and whom he had 
blessed with the inclination towards complete 
renunciation. He had thus inaugurated the 
future Ramakrishna Math in his own lifetime. 
Sri Ramakrishna’s own life also succinctly cap- 
tured his worship of the Virat, the universal 
immanent aspect of the Divine, in all men and 
women. He actually saw God everywhere and in 
all beings. Once, in the course of a conversation 
with devotees, the Master pointed out that the 
Vaishnava religion has these three ideas—name 
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ruci, jive daya, and vaishnav seva. It means that 
the Vaishnavas should have great faith in taking 
the Name of God, in showing compassion to 
all beings, and in serving fellow devotees. The 
Master then paused and explained: “But who 
are you to show compassion? You are yourself a 
small mortal, how can you show compassion to 
this vast creation? Not compassion, but service. 
It is service of God in man looking upon him as 
averitable manifestation of the Divine’ This idea 
is in consonance with the Vedantic vision which 
actually sees man as the Divine enshrouded in a 
body-mind complex. Swamiji could grasp the 
essence of this message, and later translate this 
idea into the motto of service that he would 
give to the organisation he would create—the 
Ramakrishna Math and Mission. 

After the passing away of Sri Ramakrishna, 
Swamiji struggled hard to keep the monastery 
together. The initial struggle was in moulding 
the primary objective of the organisation. The 
young monks were naturally given to a life of 
renunciation and austerity. Swamiji inspired in 
them a combination of service and spirituality. 
He delineated ‘Atmano moksartham jagat hitaya 
ca; for one’s own liberation and the welfare of the 
world’ as the motto of the Ramakrishna Mission 
which was established on 1 May 1897. Swamiji’s 
struggle for building the Ramakrishna Mission 
is well-known. He had to face enormous hard- 
ships in mobilising the resources needed. Pains- 
takingly, he established the monastery from the 
money he had collected from his talks and as do- 
nations from devotees and well-wishers. Train- 
ing of the novices and the different departments 
of service gradually took shape. 


Unique Features of the 
Ramakrishna Order 


Swamiji saw the Ramakrishna Mission as 
the means to a vibrant spirituality geared 
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towards serving human- 
ity. He predicted that the 
Ramakrishna Mission 
would continue to ren- 
der great service for the 
next 1,500 years. What 
is the uniqueness of this 
organisation created by 
Swami Vivekananda? 

1. Harmonisation of 
Yogas with Advaita 
as the foundation. 

2. Service as a way of 
monastic life. 

3. Practical Vedanta as 
the philosophy of 
the organisation. 

4. Insistence on abso- 
lute purity as the es- 
sential sadhana. 

5. Cosmopolitan and Inclusive outlook 
towards all cultures and religions. 


1. Harmonisation of Yogas with Advaitic 
vision as the foundation 


By religion, Swamiji meant the manifestation of 
the potential divinity within all human beings. 
This manifestation can be brought about ‘either 
by work, worship, psychic control, or philo- 
sophy; by one or more or all of these’. He called 
the means Yoga and hence the four means to 
realisation became Karma Yoga, Jnana Yoga, 
Raja Yoga, and Bhakti Yoga. Swamiji’s unique 
vision was all-inclusive and hence he wanted 
a harmonisation of all four yogas to be prac- 
tised. Psychologically speaking, this is very im- 
portant, since the human being is constituted 
of all the four faculties of work, thought, medi- 
tative nature, and emotion. And yet, Swamiji 
was deeply aware of the end of every yoga. It 
was the realisation of unitary Consciousness, 
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From left to right: Swami Trigunatitananda, Swami Sadananda (sitting below), Swami 
Shivananda, Swami Vivekananda, Swami Turiyananda, and Swami Brahmananda 


called Atman or Brahman in all beings. Thus the 
specific path recommended by Swamiji was— 
following a combination of the four yogas, cul- 
minating in the Advaitic vision. He also insisted 
that the means and the end be made one if suc- 
cess is to be attained. 


2. Service as a way of life 


This had never been the norm in monastic insti- 
tutions of the far past. With the coming of 
Swamiji, the tide turned. Service is a way of life 
in the Ramakrishna Order. Even as nature serves 
all species on the planet without asking, human 
energies are meant to serve fellow beings with- 
out reservation. 

The entire gamut of service activity in the 
Order—whether relief, educational, medical, or 
preaching and publication—everything is seen 
as a worship of the Divine in men and women. 
This makes every activity a sevd, a worship of the 
Divine. It is called ‘Siva jane jiva seva’, meaning 
‘serving human beings looking upon them as Shiva 
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or God. With the coming of Swamiji, this prin- 
ciple has become part and parcel of spiritual life. 
There is no spirituality without the spirit of service. 


3. Practical Vedanta as the philosophy of 
the organisation 


‘Traditional Vedanta emphasised the unreality of 
the world and the transcendental aspect of God. 
Practical Vedanta emphasises the deification 
of the world and the immanence of God. This 
naturally enables a spirit of service to the most 
visible, tangible form of the Divine. Practical 
Vedanta grounds us in the everyday world we live 
in with the mind resting in God-consciousness. 


4. Insistence on absolute purity as the 
essential sadhana 


Purity of body, mind, and soul is the hallmark 
of a monastic Order. The Ramakrishna Order 
has produced luminous saints with the high- 
est wisdom only because of its uncompromising 
insistence on the purity of one’s personal life. 
The regulation of vital energy is only possible 
when one leads a disciplined life. This in turn 
helps in the unfoldment of the highest con- 
sciousness. Thus the spirituality practised in the 
Ramakrishna Order is authentic to the core. 


5. Cosmopolitan and Inclusive outlook 
towards all cultures and religions 


Although rooted in the Sanatana Dharma, the 
Ramakrishna Order is cosmopolitan in outlook 
and includes aspirants from all religions. Sri 
Ramakrishna himself practised various religions 
and realised the same Truth through all faiths. 
He declared: ‘As many faiths, so many paths. 
This makes the Ramakrishna Order the most 
inclusive and comprehensive in its approach to 
spiritual life. Every incarnation of God is wor- 
shipped and Christmas celebrations highlight 
the catholic spirit of the Order. 
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Conclusion 

A unique feature of the Order is the stress 
placed upon God-oriented life. The forma- 
tion of character and the divinisation of one’s 
samskaras (mental impressions), resulting in 
the transformation of one’s consciousness, is 
the bottom line of monastic life. Due attention 
has been paid to this in the form of a relatively 
long period of personal discipline before con- 
ferring monastic vows. This ensures creation 
of authentic monks and nuns in the Order. As 
Swamiji envisioned the women’s Math—Sri 
Sarada Math and the Ramakrishna Sarada Mis- 
sion—though born under the umbrella of the 
Ramakrishna Order, functions completely inde- 
pendent of the Ramakrishna Math and Mission. 
The women’s Math is run exclusively by the san- 
nyasinis of the Order. A harmonious blend bet- 
ween monastic manpower and the huge group 
of lay devotees has enabled the Ramakrishna 
Order to render massive relief projects, and 
educational and medical help to various sec- 
tions of our society. 

The Ramakrishna Order is the visible image 
of the spirit of Sri Ramakrishna and his love 
for humanity. The universal message of the love 
of God and service of God in humans power- 
fully radiates from this source, bringing peace, 
harmony, and well-being to one and all. Let 
us conclude with Swami Vivekananda’s words: 
‘Work unto death—I am with you, and when I 
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am gone, my spirit will work with you.? = oS 
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An Inspiring Saga of Ramakrishna Mission 


Swami Vedanishthananda 


The Revelation of Sri Ramakrishna 

RI RAMAKRISHNA had a revelation, a 

unique intuitive perception after he had 

attained perfection in various sadhanas. 
‘He realised that as an instrument of the Divine 
Mother, he would have to establish a new reli- 
gious order based on the universal truths 
revealed in his life." Swami Saradananda says that 
the avatar boldly advances and, after reaching the 
goal, inspires other people to follow. 


The Insight of the Holy Mother 


The Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi points out this 
perennial inspiration of the advent of Sri Rama- 
krishna to the world at large through the Sangha, 
the religious order rooted in his life and teach- 
ings. She prayed to Sri Ramakrishna: 
Master, you came, played and disported with 
these few and then went away; and should 
everything end with that? ... They will all live to- 
gether holding to your ideas and ideals, and the 
people afflicted with the worries of the world 
will resort to them and be solaced by hearing 
about you. That’s why you came.’ 


The Proclamation of Swamiji 


Swami Vivekananda too proclaimed the role of 
the Sangha to be a perennial source of inspir- 
ation. The aim of the Sangha (The ‘Ramakrishna 
Mission Association’ which later took the form 
of the ‘Ramakrishna Mission’ as resolved in a 
meeting on 5 May 1897) was ‘to preach those 


Swami Vedanishtananda is attached to Ramakrishna 
Math, Belur Math. 
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truths which Sri Ramakrishna has, for the good 
of the humanity, preached and demonstrated 
by practical application in his own life, and to 
help others to put these truths into practice in 
their lives for their temporal, social, and spiritual 
advancement.+ Swamiji also says: ‘He (Sri Rama- 
krishna) is the embodiment of infinite spiritual 
ideas capable of development in infinite ways.’* 
“Sri Ramakrishna is a force. You should not 
think that his doctrine is this or that. But he is a 
power, living even now in his disciples and work- 
ing in the world. I saw him growing in his ideas. 
He is still growing.’ 


The Stalwarts of Ramakrishna Mission 


During the celebration of the 125th Anniversary 
of the foundation of the Ramakrishna Mission, a 
look into its long journey down the lanes of time 
brings to us a saga of inspiration; an unfolding 
of the divine play of Sri Ramakrishna. He is the 
avatar of the age who re-established the universal 
religion, thus giving back the ‘eternal values to the 
changing society. The preservation and propaga- 
tion of the ideas and ideals manifested in the life 
and teachings of Sri Ramakrishna is continuing 
uninterruptedly for more than a century through 
the members of the Movement centred on him. 
Swamiji wrote to his brother-disciples in a letter 
in 1894: ‘As Sri Ramakrishna used to love you, as 
I love you, come, love the world like that-” 

Sri Ramakrishna is like the Gomukh, the 
source of the mighty river Ganga which is the 
Ramakrishna Movement itself. The Movement 
has nourished and nurtured millions of people 
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on its way. It still has a long way to go, about 
1400 years or more, as prophesied by Swamiji. 

The Ramakrishna Movement is now popularly 
known among the general public as the “Rama- 
krishna Mission’. However, it can be divided into 
various streams that generally work indepen- 
dently of each other, though being guided by 
the same principles based on the lives and teach- 
ings of the Holy Trio. They are: (1) The Rama- 
krishna Math and The Ramakrishna Mission, (2) 
The Sarada Math and The Ramakrishna Sarada 
Mission, (3) The lay devotees attached to the two 
previously mentioned institutions, (4. The un- 
affiliated, independent ashramas and Study Cir- 
cles guided by the “Bhava Prachar Parishad; and 
(5) The other institutions run on the man-making 
and nation-building ideas of Swami Vivekananda. 

All these institutions have a long history of 
struggle. Belonging to various folds, the mem- 
bers have dedicated their life to materialise the 
ideal to the best of their capacity. We must know 
about them so that we can follow in their foot- 
prints. As each drop makes the ocean, the saga 
of the Ramakrishna Mission is indeed a long 
narrative of its ‘stalwarts. As per the dictionary, 
the word means ‘the loyal, reliable, hardwork- 
ing members’ though popularly, the meaning is 
taken to be ‘great and illustrious. 


The Holy Trio 


The saga of the Ramakrishna Movement starts with 
Sri Ramakrishna, Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi, 
and Swami Vivekananda who are devotedly desig- 
nated as “The Holy Trio. Though manifested in 
three names and forms, they are indeed the mani- 
festation of the One Divine Power. Every member 
of the Ramakrishna Mission draws his inspiration 
from the Holy Trio. Swami Premeshananda used 
to say that Sri Ramakrishna is the Sruti (The Reve- 
lation), Sri Sarada Devi is the Svmyti (‘The Applica- 
tion), and Swamiji is the Nyaya (The Explanation). 
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In the inspiring saga of the Ramakrishna Mission, 
the Holy Trio remains an eternal living presence. 
The Holy Mother says: “The Master is the spring 
of all that we do or have; he is the ideal. What- 
ever you do, if you hold on to him, you will never 
go wrong. * Swamiji says about the Holy Mother: 
“This Order of ours—She is its Guardian, Protec- 
tress; she indeed is the Mother of our Order’? 


The Direct Disciples 


Sister Nivedita writes: “Meaningless ... would 
have been the Order of Ramakrishna without 
Vivekananda, even so futile would have been 
the life and labours of Vivekananda, without 
behind him, the brothers of the Order of Rama- 
krishna."° Swami Ashokananda writes: ‘Swamiji 
knew that even if all the others were to forsake 
him, Swami Brahmananda would stand by him 
with the utmost faith and loyalty—and on that 
faith and loyalty of his, the stability of the Rama- 
krishna Order was based.” Similar has been the 
allegiance to the cause of the Sangha of all the 
Direct Disciples of Sri Ramakrishna. Swamiji 
says: ‘Sri Ramakrishna is our centre. Each one of 
us is a ray of that light-centre."* Knowing the tre- 
mendous contribution that each of his brother- 
disciples would make, Swamiji wrote to them: 
‘He gave me the charge of you all, and you shall 
contribute to the great well-being of the world— 
though most of you are not yet aware of it.” 


The Sangha-Guru Parampara 


The Ramakrishna Order has an unbroken spiri- 
tual lineage with its source in the Holy Trio that 
continues through the succession of the Sangha- 
Gurus, the Presidents of the Order, who have 
always guided the Order towards its goal of 
seeking one’s own salvation along with whole- 
hearted service to the world. When the entire 
country was up in the struggle for independence, 
many wondered why the Ramakrishna Mission 
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was not coming forward actively. Swami Shiva- 
nandaji, as the President of the Order, set the 
matter right saying: “We are working in our own 
way in accordance with our own ideal—an ideal 
formulated and left for us by the far-sighted sage 
Swami Vivekananda. Before his illumined vision 
was revealed the picture of the next thousand 
years—not merely of India but of the entire 
world."* The Presidents of the Order have always 
put the ideal before one and all with their own 
examples. Swami Madhavanandaji would say: 
‘All have to do Sri Sri Thakur’s work. I do it 
by giving Diksha.” Swami Ranganathanandaji 
would say: “Without the Sangha, I am zero. 
Swami Atmasthanandaji would say: ‘It would 
be glory if I die doing Swamiji’s work: 


Ramakrishna Math and 
Ramakrishna Mission 


The monks of the Ramakrishna Order 


have nurtured the spirit of monasticism, 
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Swami Vivekananda with the Monks at Belur Math, 19 June 1899 


harmonising the traditional aspect of it along 
with its interpretation by Swamiji. They have 
demonstrated the national ideal of renun- 
ciation and service among the people in the 
society, and have reoriented innumerable lives 
with their guidance, love, and service. The 
monks of the Ramakrishna Order are often 
the first to arrive at places of natural calamities 
to offer solace and service to the suffering to 
the best of their capacity, irrespective of the 
people’s caste, creed, or gender. However, it 
seems to be the tip of the iceberg as the real 
story of the lives of spiritual men remains 
hidden in the silent hours of their commun- 
ion with God. Many of them had to face im- 
mense ideological and social obstacles, lack of 
money, and offence in putting the ideal into 
practice, especially in the initial years. Swami 
Kalyanananda and Swami Nischayananda 
were named ‘Bhangi Sadhu; sweeper monks’ 
by the traditional monks of Haridwar when, 
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inspired by Swami Vivekananda’s ideal of Seva, 
they started serving the sick and the afflicted. 
Swami Dayananda was criticised by many for, 
being a monk, he started the Shishu-mangal, 
the maternity hospital in Kolkata. 


The Order in Other Countries 


Ramakrishna Mission is a global organisation 
spread over 24 countries other than India. The 
Order lays stress on the principles of Vedanta as 
preached by the Holy Trio in the activities of its 
centres in other countries and has kept the lamp 
burning amidst crucial challenges. Carl T Jack- 
son, the cultural historian of Oriental Religions 
in the USA opined: 
The Ramakrishna Movement’s obvious com- 
mitment to present Vedanta at a high level, 
the Swamis’ strong intellectual qualifications, 
and an ecumenical attitude towards other reli- 
gious bodies have won over most critics. ... The 
Ramakrishna Movement may be said to stand 
on the edge of one of the ‘megatrends’ of modern 
world history.” 


The Sarada Math and the 
Ramakrishna Sarada Mission 


The Sarada Math is centred on Holy Mother 
Sri Sarada Devi. However, in both the Rama- 
krishna Order and the Sarada Math, the Holy 
Trio forms an indivisible whole. Having its nu- 
cleus in the school for girls started by Sister 
Nivedita, it was guided by the senior monks 
of the Ramakrishna Order for a few years after 
its inception. And then the nuns accepted the 
entire responsibility of the organisation on their 
own shoulders and consequently contributed to 
the gradual growth of its activities in all spheres. 
The saga of the Sarada Math concurs with that 
of the Ramakrishna Order and also presents 
to us a unique spiritual story of the unpreced- 
ented journey of nuns towards the highest goal 
of human life. 
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The Devotees—The Bhav Prachar 
Parishad 

The ‘Bhaktas, devotees of the Holy Trio, are innu- 
merable and have spread all over the globe. Many 
of them who have collectively set up ashramas 
based on the principles of the Holy Trio have 
registered themselves under the Bhava Prachar 
Parishad and work under the guidance of the 
monks of the Ramakrishna Order. These insti- 
tutions have come up as a result of the sincere 
prayers, intense struggle, and loving sacrifice of 
many devotees who have faithfully upheld the 
ideals amidst their lives as householders. Their 
stories, often willingly, are hidden in the back 
and inspire us as and when we come to know 
about them. There is indeed a necessity to docu- 
ment this inspiring saga for the sake of history 
and the future generations of devotees to follow. 


The Others Who Are Also Inspired 


In a way, the ‘mission of Ramakrishna has tran- 
scended the borders of the ‘Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion. Many organisations have been inspired by 
the Holy Trio though having no direct connec- 
tion with the Ramakrishna Order as such. These 
are mainly inspired by Swamiji’s ideal of man- 
making and nation-building and have contrib- 
uted significantly to their cause. The saga of the 
Ramakrishna Mission will remain incomplete 
without them. 


The Core and Various Aspects of the 
Inspiration 


The core of the Inspiration behind the saga of 
the Ramakrishna Mission is indeed the Holy 
Trio. Some of the aspects derived from the Holy 
Trio that have become salient features of the 
Ramakrishna Order are:" 
1. God-realisation as the ultimate goal of life. 
2. Universal outlook based on the harmony of 
religions. 
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3. Accepting modernisation without compro- 
mising the basic ideals of renunciation. 

4.Adherence to rules and regulations along 
with the scope of exercising one’s inner 
freedom. 

5. Synthesis of the yogas as a guiding principle 
of life. 

6. Service to the God in all as a way of life. 

7. Brotherly love based on the oneness of the 

Atman. 

The Ramakrishna Mission has shown to the 
modern world what wonders a group of people 
with faith and dedication towards a spiritual 
ideal can bring about. Swamiji has rightly said: 
“We shall crush the stars to atoms, and unhinge 
the universe. Don’t you know who we are? We 
are the servants of Sri Ramakrishna.” 


The Implementation of the Inspiration 


Swami Shivanandaji, the then President of the 
Ramakrishna Order, said in his speech at the 
first convention of the Ramakrishna Order held 
at Belur Math in 1926: 
If you all try to become perfect—keeping intact 
your allegiance to this Math, which gives you 
every kind of facility for reaching that perfec- 
tion, you will add a leaf to the life of the organi- 
sation. Swamiji shed his blood for the Math. His 
spirit is still hovering over us. The Math is the visi- 
ble body of Sri Ramakrishna. All those that have 
gone before us are still with us in spirit to help us 
in all possible ways. We must unfurl all sails so 
that we may take advantage of the divine wind 
that is ever blowing to take us to the desired goal." 


The Saga has Just Begun 


To tell the inspiring saga of the stalwarts of the 
Ramakrishna Mission is indeed an attempt to 
put the ocean in a drop. The story is still in its 
initial phase. Swamiji said: 
Sri Ramakrishna came for the good of this 
world and gave his life for all human beings. I 
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am also sacrificing my life for them, and all of 
you will have to do the same. Whatever you see 
at present is just the beginning. As I shed the 
blood of my heart, know for certain that it will 
produce great heroes, and many lion-hearted 
souls will work for the Lord, and they will over- 
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turn the world in future.” as 
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Swami Vivekananda’s Ideas on 
Dana or Charity 


Swami Dhyanagamyananda 


HE INDIAN NARRATIVES on ethics and 
values presented in the form of stories 
of personages with regal bearing such as 

Karna, Harishchandra, Sibi, Pari, and of those 
from among the rank and file like Siruthonda 
Nayanar, the poor brahmin family of the Bharata 
lore—portray exemplary and self-denying acts 
of generosity.’ Their significance lies in uphold- 
ing dharma even under extreme and life-threat- 
ening conditions. They all have a character trait 
in common, namely, unselfishness expressed 
through dana, charity. Such lofty narratives con- 
stantly urge us to re-evaluate our petty prefer- 
ences in life. They elevate our goals and ideals 
from being merely sense-driven, comfort-seek- 
ing, and pleasure-loving to those which mani- 
fest unselfishness, universal love, and perfection. 

From these inspiring historical encounters, as 
we approach the present times, we find this idea 
of charity is disappearing in India; great men 
are becoming fewer and fewer.” For instance, 
Swamiji, once during his wandering days, found 
himself unattended even after three days of coun- 
selling on the go. Not one among the so-called 
religious and affluent in the audience inquired 
of his self-upkeep, knowing well of his vows of 
poverty. But, an outcast among the observers 
mustered courage and came forward with a plea 
to serve him a few morsels. The sooner we re- 
alise that ‘every act of charity, every thought of 
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sympathy, every action of help, every good deed, 
is taking so much of self-importance away from 
our little selves’ than we start to become truly 
religious—‘making us think of ourselves as the 
lowest and the least. Then the paths of Jnana, 
Bhakti, and Karma come to one point.” 

Swamiji once revealed to Swami Turiyananda, 
his brother disciple, that religion has brought 
this effect on him that his heart has expanded to 
feel for others. Swamiji identifies himself as poor, 
and as one who loves the poor and from this hu- 
manistic feeling arose his plan of campaign—to 
raise and awaken the masses floundering through 
the murky existence. He chalked out the grand 
design of reaching out in service to the masses 
at four levels, namely physical, vital, intellectual, 
and spiritual, with charity as the central theme. 
The institution of the holy order of renunciates 
in the name of Sri Ramakrishna, his Master, was 
a significant outcome of that plan. 


Charity at Four Levels 


From the highest philosophical perspective that 
characterises the state of perfection and encom- 
passes the supreme spiritual truth of oneness in 
existence, there is nothing whatsoever that needs 
to be done; but if that height of spiritual experi- 
ence is not possible, then one must engage in doing 
good to others, knowing fully well that the world 
has God to govern it, and He has not left it to our 
charity.” Swamiji classifies charity into four levels. 

The philanthropic initiatives in which the 
hungry are fed, the sick are treated, and the bare 
are robed are all different forms of charity at the 
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physical level. Saving a man’s life comes next. 
However, the gifted ones shall feel desperate 
once the gift wears away as the physical gifts do 
not sustain life for long. So empowerment is the 
key. Empowerment of the needy for a sustained 
lifestyle cannot be achieved with only charity at 
the physical level. Giving education, imparting 
knowledge, and enabling skills bring about em- 
powerment. This is the charity at the intellectual 
level. It enables one to take care of the physical, 
intellectual, and emotional needs, to play respect- 
able roles in social, professional, and communal 
interactions, and contribute to the prosperity 
and health of the individual as well as the col- 
lective. Knowledge is power,’ while ignorance 
is the mother of all evils and miseries,° and it is 
education that serves as the panacea for all evils. 

If one’s needs are taken care of, why is it 
that the so-called educated man nevertheless 
continues to be miserable? His yearning after 
something has become a habitual suffering. He 
is helplessly stuck in the Sisyphean hell, hoping 
against hope in the vain attempt to fill the sev- 
enth jar of gold. The one that plays this spoil- 
sport in man is his mass of unfulfilled desires 
buried in the depths of his consciousness. If his 
desires can be removed forever, it is surely the 
greatest help that can be given to him. Spiritual 
knowledge is the only thing that can destroy our 
miseries forever; it annihilates the propensity of 
being waylaid by the vanishing vanities of life. 
No other knowledge can achieve this. The gift of 
spirituality and spiritual knowledge is the high- 
est, for it saves from many and many a birth.©” 
But can such a gift be obtained for a mere asking? 
It is not through books, brainstorming discus- 
sions, or eloquent speeches that religion, which 
is the highest knowledge and the highest wis- 
dom, can be obtained. The heart of the receiver 
being ‘ready’, and giver, the teacher ‘coming’— 
marks the defining moment for enkindling the 
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process of religious inculcation.* Because the 
teacher could bring about this metamorphosis 
in the student, it makes the teacher first among 
honourables, and his gift grandiose. 


The Concept of Dana 


The essential aspect in the physical act of char- 
ity as it is commonly practised is ‘giving freely to 
the needy’ This connotation has come to stay in 
common parlance, which is also the literal mean- 
ing of the Sanskrit word dana, and yet dana is 
not limited to it, because there is more to dana 
than mere giving. “Charity is great, but the mo- 
ment you say it is all, you run the risk of running 
into materialism. It is not religion. It is no better 
than atheism—a little less.” 

This justifies why in Indian thought the 
concept of dana has evolved in the backdrop 
of the nation’s religious-spiritual-philosophical 
traditions, making dana one of the efficacious 
practices for the individual's striving towards 
the attainment of the highest goal in life. “You 
will be free in a moment if you starve yourself 
to death by giving to another. Immediately you 
will be perfect, you will become God.” 

Bhartrihari records in Niti-satakam that 
hoarded wealth gets destroyed. It is rather bet- 
ter to distribute. The unsaid message here is that 
charity is in fact mandated. ‘First, we have to bear 
in mind that we are all debtors to the world and 
the world does not owe us anything.’” Dharma 
Shastras, the canon for ethics, remind us that 
man is born with five kinds of debts, namely 
debt to the gods (devas), to the sages (7sis), to the 
ancestors (pitr), to the elements (bhizas), and to 
the beings (y—man, animals, insects, plants). A 
human being’s salvation is coterminous with his 
or her debts getting settled. Therefore, ‘the hand 
was made to give always.” 

‘There is no higher virtue than charity;’? Dana 
is at the apex of the pyramid of Sanatana Dharma, 
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Indian eternal value system. In fact, yajna-dana- 
tapah (sacrifice, charity, austerity) are the chief 
tenets of karma yoga (path to beatitude through 
action), which are purifiers of the human mind. 
They cleanse the dross of worldliness buried in 
the heart of the human soul, and therefore the 
religious person should never give up the three- 
fold practices, mandates the Bhagavadgita."* 


Charity—An Antidote to Social Evils 


Civilisation is arguably the greatest blessing and 
yet a natural phenomenon to have happened to 
humans that does distinguish them from their 
beastly predecessors. The goodness that civili- 
sation promises to deliver is sharing of power, 
wealth, knowledge, opportunity, skill, privilege, 
and in short—sharing of any resource that is es- 
sential, worth garnering and coveting. The promi- 
ses of making available the essential resources to 
one and all can all be kept only when there is 
a proper scheme of sharing in place. As the re- 
sources are covetable by nature, though plenty, 
they dwindle to a paucity when entrusted in the 
hands of the few influential persons holding pub- 
lic offices. The misuse of public office for private 
gain is a viral outgrowth of civilisation. This is cor- 
ruption. It thwarts civilisation from delivering its 
promises. Even worse, it widens the gulf between 
the haves and the have-nots. On the very basis 
of those wishful promises, the human popula- 
tion gets stratified, and the lowest in the strata are 
termed weak, poor, stupid, dull, destitute, and de- 
prived. Thus, ‘poverty there must be, so longas the 
disease known as civilisation existed.” 

Given the irreversible circumstances, working 
out a remedy to salvage society from the onslaught 
of corruption is more pragmatic than playing the 
blame game. As corruption and poverty are both 
evils stemming from their parent called civilisa- 
tion, can the lessons learnt to quell one, be applied 
to the other? For instance, the remedial steps taken 
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to check corruption can be either top-down, bot- 
tom-up, or through a collective action approach. 
The efficacy of these approaches has been much 
contrasted and debated.’* Can we learn from this 
debate to address the germane issue of alleviating 
poverty? It is true that the legalised top-down ap- 
proach may be justified for poverty mitigation, to 
make provision for better social infrastructure. But 
does this address all the issues? To salvage their 
lives from the thraldom of penury and deprivation, 
should the poor have to wait till a parliament bill 
on relief measures is introduced, legislation of the 
measures passed, reform plans chalked out, grants 
and funds allotted, schemes charted and imple- 
mented? Can the poor hang on till then? With a 
support system not helping them with a survival 
strategy, their instinct to survive will only drive 
them towards evil. It is also pertinent to note that 
many of the citizens of the highest class, the brah- 
mins of the older times, were in abject poverty 
partly self-imposed by their orthodox practices. 
Their lives were sustained because of the generous 
charity of the people at large. Swamiji rightly ob- 
serves while speaking of the indiscriminate charity 
of India as compared with the legal charity of other 
nations: “The outcome of their system of relief was 
that the vagabond of India was contented to re- 
ceive readily what he was given readily and lived 
a peaceful and contented life: while the vagabond 
in the West, unwilling to go to the poor-house— 
for man loves liberty more than food—turned a 
robber, the enemy of society, and necessitated the 


organisation of a system of magistracy, police, jails, 
and other establishments.” 


The Right and Wrong Practice of Charity 


It is often elusive to grasp the greatness in sim- 
plicity. This goes with charity also. Charity is 
mistaken to be easily understood, and that theo- 
rising is much ado, far more to preach and discuss 
over it. Further to this misunderstanding, the 
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simplicity in the notion of charity trivialises even 
the practice to a mere act of giving and prosocial 
behaviour. Going by that standard, the person 
with plenty, sharing his bounty with the needy 
is called variously a philanthropist, a redeemer, a 
good Samaritan, a saviour as the occasion suits. 
In such an event, the giver feels big, strong, and 
privileged, while little do we realise that the re- 
ceiver at the same time feels small, weak, and ob- 
ligated. Is that what charity is all about, and more 
so is this how charity is to be practised? How 
different is it from the mighty treading over the 
meek—psychically and not physically? 

In this connection, the famous incident that 
happened in the life of Swamiji is a fitting ac- 
count, worth recalling. Swamiji was then staying 
in Chicago hosted by a business ally of JD Rocke- 
feller, a budding and successful entrepreneur who 
had heard Swamiji being talked about highly by 
his friends. JD resisted or rather practically igno- 
red all the invitations to meet Swamiji. But on a 
fateful day, propelled by instinct, JD ventured 
and presented himself before Swamiji who was 
then engrossed at his work desk. The business 
magnate must have been surprised at the intense 
preoccupation of Swamiji to the extent that the 
latter had even failed to notice his arrival. 


After a while, Swamiji told Rockefeller much 
of his past that was not known to any but him- 
self, and made him understand that the money 
he had already accumulated was not his, that 
he was only a channel and that his duty was 
to do good to the world—that God had given 
him all his wealth in order that he might have 
an opportunity to help and do good to people. 

Rockefeller was annoyed that anyone dared 
to talk to him that way and tell him what to do. 
He left the room in irritation, not even saying 
goodbye. But about a week after, again without 
being announced, he entered Swamiji’s study 
and, finding him the same as before, threw 
on his desk a paper which told of his plans to 
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donate an enormous sum of money towards the 
financing of a public institution. 

“Well, there you are’, he said. “You must be 
satisfied now, and you can thank me for it? 
Swamiji didn’t even lift his eyes, did not move. 
Then taking the paper, he quietly read it, saying: 
‘It is for you to thank me.”"* 


Practice is what we do, and method is how it 
ought to be done. A practice that lacks method 
loses sight of the purpose and objective, and 
more often than not, wreaks undesirable evils 
and outcomes that are counter-objective. That’s 
when even the most efficacious formula of 
charity, increases the misery of the world, not 
eradicating it. One looks for name and fame, and 
covers his efforts to obtain them with the enamel 
of charity and good works. One is working for 
oneself under the pretext of working for others. 
‘Every so-called charity is an encouragement of 
the very evil it claims to operate against.” 

It is often not out ofa sense of duty or respon- 
sibility that the giver entertains charity, but out 
of either fear of public opinion, or self-guilt, or 
personal gain, or in rare cases sleight or as in most 
misadventures, the sense of ‘I’ masquerading as 
frothy pity. All of these demeans the receiver. 
‘In reality all pity is darkness, because whom to 
pity? Can you pity God?” The giver may de- 
fend that it is all truly compassion inside. But, it 
is given only to Ishwara, the creator God, to be 
compassionate with His creation, and therefore, 
one should strive to serve the people in need. 

To be charitable doesn’t give the more fortu- 
nate the license to rob the pride and dignity of the 
lesser ones. On the other hand, the poor man suf- 
fers so that we may be helped; ‘let the giver kneel 
down and give thanks, let the receiver stand up 
and permit’. The right way in performing charity 
is to see the Lord at the back of every being and 
give to Him.” “The poor man is there, so that by 
making a gift to him, you are able to help yourself. 
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It is not the receiver that is blessed, but it is the 
giver. Be thankful that you are allowed to exer- 
cise your power of benevolence and mercy in the 
world, and thus become pure and perfect.” 


Ramakrishna Mission, the Application 
Ground of Swamiji’s Ideas on Charity 


Sri Ramakrishna denouncing compassion (dayé) 
and instead instructing service (sev), served as 
a telescopic eyepiece for Swamiji to reveal the 
larger picture from which crystallised the motto 
having universal appeal namely ‘Siva jiane jiva 
seva —service to God in human. Swamiji’s vivid 
dream of all-renouncing youths, whose aspir- 
ations forged to the ideal, zeal tempered with 
courage, desires burnt in the fire of dispas- 
sion, lives surrendered to the Master, who are 
unyielding to the death calls, who shall serve 
championing the cause of making this motto a 
reality— resulted in founding the Holy Order in 
the name of his Master, Sri Ramakrishna in 1897. 

At the outbreak of the plague in 1898, threat- 
ening to crush humanity in its fierce grapple, 
Swamiji was even ready to dispense of the prop- 
erty acquired for monks with the resolve that it 
is only proper to serve the suffering while the 
monks can stay content even under the shade of 
a tree. The Plague Manifesto drafted and circu- 
lated to ward off public fear mentions: ‘Tf that 
grave disease—fearing which both the high and 
the low, the rich and the poor are all fleeing the 
city—ever really comes in our midst, then even 
if we perish while serving and nursing you, we 
will consider ourselves fortunate because you are 
all embodiments of God.”* The reading asserts 
Swamiji to be the very embodiment of his dream. 

Since then, many such debacles have been 
negotiated by the Ramakrishna Mission not 
taking credit for its efforts but unconditionally 
offering every ounce of it at the holy feet of Sri 
Ramakrishna. Every effort invested by Swamiji 
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has become a faculty of service in the folds of the 
Mission: secular education at all levels, health, 
disaster relief, skill training, and rural and tribal 
upliftment to name a few. Each of these faculties 
conducted by its full-time members and a battal- 
ion of selfless household volunteers has thrown 
open the door for one and all to approach and get 
benefited. None of these faculties differentiates 
their benefactors on any basis known under the 
sky, bringing into force the idea of indiscriminate 
charity that Swamiji sided with. The Ramakrishna 
Mission serves as a platform to amalgamate the 
likes of those who are implicitly enthusiastic to 
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realise the motto set forth by Swamiji. Oe 
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What is ina Logo? 


Swami Ishadhyanananda 


HE SUMMER IN KOLKATA is hot and 
humid. The streets remain almost empty in 
the afternoons. People avoid outdoor acti- 

vities. On such a hot and humid afternoon in May 
1897, around 40 people gathered at the house of 
Balaram Bose in the Baghbazar area of North Kol- 
kata. Swami Vivekananda, who had returned from 
the West just a few months ago, convened a meet- 
ing of the monastic and lay devotees of Sri Rama- 
krishna. It was Friday, the 1st of May, 1897. Swamiji 
was staying at Balaram Bose’s house at that time. 

Swamiji gave a short talk, inspiring the as- 
sembled devotees to form an organisation. He 
said that after having travelled to different parts 
of the world, it was his firm conviction that ‘no 
good thing can be done without organisation’. 
That is what he saw in the West, the power of 
organisation. He urged the group to form an 
Association, which would be ‘named after him, 
in whose name, indeed, we have embraced the 
monastic life, with whom as your Ideal in life 
you all toil on the field of work from your station 
in family life" Swamiji, of course, was referring 
to Sri Ramakrishna. The meeting ended at that: 
the name of the proposed organisation was not 
decided yet, nor was its objective. Swamiji was 
throwing out some ideas. 

After that meeting, Swamiji had to confront 
some of the devotees, including his monastic 
brothers, who had doubts about the need for 
an organisation and whether it would be in line 


Swami Ishadhyanananda is the Assistant Minister, 
Vedanta Society of Sacramento, Carmichael, CA, USA. 
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with Sri Ramakrishna’s ideals. Swamiji con- 
vinced them all, and they got on board. 

They met again at the same place after five 
days on Wednesday, the 5th of May. They 
decided that the name of the organisation be 
‘Ramakrishna Mission Association’. They dis- 
cussed, among other things, its object, mission, 
method of work, work in India, and work out- 
side India. Swami Vivekananda was elected its 
General President. 

It is important, for our purpose, to look 
closely at the object of the organisation: It has 
a two-fold objective: ‘(i) To propagate the prin- 
ciples propounded by Sri Ramakrishna and illus- 
trated in his own life for the benefit of humanity, 
and (ii) to help humankind in the practical 
application of those principles to their spiritual, 
intellectual, and physical needs.” 


Four Yogas 


Now, the question is: What are the principles pro- 
pounded by Sri Ramakrishna and illustrated in his 
own life? Sri Ramakrishna illustrated many spiri- 
tual principles in his life: He demonstrated that 
it is possible to realise God; that God-realisation 
is the ultimate purpose of human life; and that all 
religions are different paths to reach the same goal, 
and so on. Among these principles, which ones 
were Swamiji referring to? Alternatively, which 
ones were uppermost in his mind? Most import- 
antly, what were the spiritual principles that the 
members of the organisation should aspire to? 
Swamiji rarely spoke publicly about Sri 
Ramakrishna in the West. He, however, gave two 
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talks on Sri Ramakrishna in 1896, one in New 
York and the other in London. These two talks 
were clubbed and published as ‘My Master’ in 
the Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda. In 
that lecture, he says: ‘A man may be intellectual, 
or devotional, or mystic, or active; the various 
religions represent one or the other of these 
types. Yet it is possible to combine all four in one 
man, and this is what future humanity is going to 
do. That was his (Sri Ramakrishna’) idea* (Em- 
phasis added). Let us note that Swamiji thought 
that a combination of four yogas would be ‘what 
future humanity is going to do, and ‘that was Sri 
Ramakrishna’s idea. 

We notice the same emphasis on combin- 
ing four yogas in the guiding principles for the 
monks that Swamiji framed in 1898. The monas- 
tery was then situated in Nilambar Babu’s Gar- 
den House in Belur (Belur Math was yet to come 
up). Swamiji, while forming the rules to guide 
the life of the monks, emphasised that ‘the ob- 
ject of this Math is to form characters combining 
Jnana, Bhakti, Yoga, and Karma’* 

Then, in January 1900, during his second visit 
to the United States, Swamiji gave two talks on 
Universal Religion at Universalist Church, Pasa- 
dena, Southern California. In these two talks, 
Swamiji spoke about a future religion that would 
be universal in its scope, acceptable to all, and 
resonate with all. Swamiji tells his audience that 
the closest ideal of a universal religion is a combi- 
nation of four yogas which ‘will be the ideal of the 
nearest approach to a universal religion. Would 
to God that all men were so constituted that in 
their minds all these elements of philosophy, mys- 
ticism, emotion, and of work were equally present 
in full! That is the ideal, my ideal ofa perfect man. 
... To become harmoniously balanced in all these 
four directions is my ideal of religion?’ 

Thus, we see that according to Swami 
Vivekananda, who understood his Master the 
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best, Sri Ramakrishna’s idea of religion was the 
integration of the four yogas. According to 
Swamiji, this should also be the guiding prin- 
ciple of the life for the monks who are at the 
core of the Ramakrishna Mission. Furthermore, 
according to him, that was his ideal of religion, 
and that is what the future humanity is going to 
do. Indeed, the integration of the four yogas lies 
at the heart of the Ramakrishna Movement. 


The Logo 


That is what the logo of the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion symbolises. Swami Gambhirananda, in his 
book History of the Ramakrishna Math and Mis- 
sion, observes: 

After the Math and the Mission had their men, 

money, programme, rules and actual work, an- 

other thing that caught Swamiji’s attention was 
to devise an emblem that would tell the public 
at a glance of the ideas behind the twin institu- 
tions and also remind the Math and Mission 
members of the goal they were called upon 
to attain. The emblem, in short, was to depict 

Shri Ramakrishna’s message in a visual ‘form.® 

(Emphasis added) 

That visual representation, the logo, came 
into existence casually one July morning in 1900 
in New York during Swamiji’s second visit to the 
United States. ‘At that time, the Vedanta Society 
of New York was definitely established and oc- 
cupied a modest house in Fifty-eighth Street; 
writes Laura Glenn (later Sister Devamata), “... 
the Swami was sitting at the breakfast table one 
morning when the printer arrived. He said he 
was making a circular for the Society and wished 
to have an emblem to go on it. Could the Swami 
suggest something? Swamiji took the envelope 
from a letter he had just received, tore it open, 
and on the clean inner surface drew the waves, 
the Swan, the lotus, and the sun circled by a 
serpent. ... He threw the bit of paper with the 
design on it across the table and said, “Draw it 
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to scale”. Henry van Haggen, the printer, was an 
able draftsman as well as a printer. He converted 
the rough sketch into a finished drawing.” 
Swamiji’s instantaneous logo drawing sug- 
gests that the integration of four yogas as the 
ideal of Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna 
Mission was sitting at the back of his mind for a 
long time. It only needed an urgency to express. 
Soon after designing the logo, Swamiji 
wrote to Josephine MacLeod on the 24th of 
July 1900, explaining, for the first time, the 
ideas behind the logo: “The sun=Knowledge. 
The stormy water=Work. The lotus=Love. 
The serpent=Yoga. The swan=the Self. The 
Motto=May the Swan (the Supreme Self) send 
us that. It is the mind-lake. How do you like it?” 
Swamiji explained the symbolism of the logo 
in more detail to artist Ranadaprasad Das Gupta, 
at Belur Math in 1901, after his return to India: 


The wavy waters in the picture are symbolic of 
Karma; the lotus, of Bhakti; and the rising-sun, of 
Jnana; The encircling serpent is indicative of Yoga 
and the awakened Kundalini Shakti, while the 
Swan in the picture stands for the Paramatman 
(Supreme Self). Therefore, the idea of the picture 
is that by the union of Karma, Jnana, Bhakti, and 
Yoga, the vision of the Paramatman is obtained.” 


The logo also has an inscription at its bottom: 
“Tanno hamsah pracodayat; may the Paramat- 
man, Supreme Self, [symbolised by] the Swan 
(hamsab), awaken our [higher] understanding? 
Let us not forget that this inscription is part of 
a longer mantra called Paramahamsa Gayatri: 
‘Om hamsa hamsaya vidmahe, paramahamsaya 
dhimahi, tanno hamsah pracodayat; we know 
the Hamsa (Self) to be identical with the 
Paramatman (Supreme Universal Self). Know- 
ing thus, we meditate on the Paramahamsa, the 
supreme Swan, which is none other than the 
Paramatman. May that Swan direct us to the 
supreme goal? 
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Interestingly, the people of then Calcutta 
knew Sri Ramakrishna by the name “Parama- 
hamsa because he was initiated into the Parama- 
hamsa class of sannyasins. In fact, he was more 
popular by the name ‘Paramahamsa Dev’ than 
by Sri Ramakrishna. Does the Great Swan of the 
logo, then, represent Sri Ramakrishna? Was it in 
Swamiji’s mind when he drew the logo? 

Who can tell? os 
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Significance of the Publication Activities 


(Books and Journals) 


of the Ramakrishna Order 


Swami Divyakripananda 


One day while he was listening to the reading 
of the Bhagavata in the front hall of the Vishnu 
temple, he [Sri Ramakrishna] went into ecstasy 
and saw the resplendent form of Krishna. Next, 
a beam of light, like a cord, came forth from 
Krishna’s feet and first touched the Bhaga- 
vata and then the Master’s chest, connecting 
all three for some time. After this vision the 
Master was firmly convinced that God, His de- 
votee, and the scriptures that are His words, are 
in reality one and the same, though they appear 
to be distinct entities. The Master used to say: 
“The Bhagavata, the devotee, and God—the 


7 ol 
three are one and the One manifests as three. 


he moon lights up the night in the absence 

of the sun. Books” inspire and guide us 
through our life’s struggles in the absence 

of an illumined Guru. The need for a Self-realised 
master in spiritual life is definitely not underesti- 
mated, but when the vast humanity is exhorted 
to pursue spiritual goals, then they may not find 
such divine masters always around to address 
individual seekers. In times such as these, the 
extensive literature of the Ramakrishna Order 
and other such allied publications bridge the gulf. 
Ordinarily, our judgement of greatness largely 
depends on the characteristics that match our 
egotistical convenience and prejudiced mindset. 


Swami Divyakripananda is the editor of “The Veda- 
nta Kesari, the English journal published by Sri 
Ramakrishna Math, Chennai. 
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Hence, there is a saying that it is difficult to live 
with the great. Only when such personalities pass 
away from this world that we realise their greatness 
and wish to emulate them in our lives. But who 
can be our spiritual companion when the master 
has already left this world? The answer is, books! 
The biographical literature and the notes scribed 
by the disciples of the great spiritual masters from 
their regular talks and conversations supply the 
demand of the increasing followers on the path. 
It works as a blueprint for realising the goal of life. 


The Incarnations of the Past and 
Their Spiritual Movements 


We are now living in a time when the world is 
largely divided into two broad categories: Fana- 
tic believers in God, and Non-believers in God. 
The first group constantly makes the masses 
hysterical with their myopic ideas and practices, 
and the second group goes on to deny the first 
group of people as superstitious and says that 
their ‘God’ is the root of all the problems in the 
world. The great incarnations and Self-realised 
sages that live on this planet from time to time 
have the bounden duty of reconciling this con- 
flict so that humanity can move ahead, progress, 
and evolve towards the eternal good. 

History is witness to many a religious river 
originating from the inspiration of moun- 
tain-high spiritual personalities and water- 
ing the plains that represent the ignorant and 
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the worldly, giving them life and succour. See- 
ing a river, one is tempted to seek its origin up 
in the high mountains; likewise experiencing 
the soothing power of spiritual masters, one is 
bound to seek and obey their source. 

For instance, the personalities like Buddha 
and Christ have created religious tidal waves that 
are still in momentum. This was possible for over 
a couple of thousand years, only because of a 
strong mechanism for the propagation of their 
ideas. Their respective Vibaras and Churches 
kept the fire burning. These institutions were 
the factories manufacturing preachers of their re- 
spective religions. These preachers in turn propa- 
gated the ideas of their founders and expanded 
their fold across the world. For their constant 
support, they had the canonical literature of 
their times that eventually got translated and 
commentated in different vernacular languages. 


The Importance of the Propagation of 
Spiritual Ideas 


The seers of the Truth live in Truth; they speak 
the Truth. The common masses surrounded by 
worldly enjoyments and sufferings cannot under- 
stand their language. In the times of yore, this task 
of communicating higher truths to the common 
masses was carried out by the Puranas, which sim- 
plified the Vedic truths through epics and moral 
stories. Over these thousands of years, those 
stories mingled into everyday life and society so 
that the overall social fabric got elevated to adapt 
to the realisations of the Vedic sages, who con- 
stantly remind us of our ultimate goal in life. 

The eternal spiritual ideas have been inspiring 
people all over the world to lead a life that will 
prepare them to face the afterlife. The purpose 
is to purify and prepare the ordinary mind for 
the higher truths. This can be achieved only if 
these minds are guided by impulses stimulated 
by spiritual literature. 
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Books in the Role of a Guru 

Though the supreme Reality, Brahman, or God 
is all-pervading, its realisation can be had only 
through the knowledge transmitted along the 
chain of Guru-disciple lineage. Sri Krishna 
says at the beginning of the fourth chapter of 
the Bhagavadgita that he imparted the eternal 
knowledge of Yoga to Vivasvan, the sun god, 
first who then transmitted it to Manu, who later 
gave it to Ikshvaku, and so on. This knowledge 
is lost in the vast expanse of time that has passed 
since; Sri Krishna says he has come to revive it. 
These incarnations come once in a thousand 
years to reinstall the Eternal Dharma and inspire 
humanity to know the Reality. 

But, after the passing away of these incarna- 
tions, their legacies are made immortal through 
the propagation of their lives and ideas in the 
form of the literature generated out of the impact 
they created on the intellects of their dedicated 
disciples and devout followers. The exalted lives 
of these torchbearers reinforce the authenticity 
of the original teaching and therefore, it travels 
along the length and breadth of the globe attract- 
ing more and more people towards itself. History 
shows that this literature compiled by the Gurus 
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and prescribed for their followers takes so much 
importance that it almost always takes the place 
of the original founder of that sect. These foun- 
ders of such religious sects also attest to the fact 
that henceforth their power will be invested in 
the ‘Book’ that they left for their followers. Sri 
Guru Granth Sahib along with some other reli- 
gious books like the Holy Bible, Holy Koran, the 
Bhagavadgita, and so on, are some of the classic 
examples of this phenomenon. 

Though almost certainly these books fully 
represent the divine incarnations, they also have 
the drawback of becoming rigid and limited to 
a certain space and time. They unintentionally 
promote fanaticism among their fold, effect- 
ively encouraging animosity within the differ- 
ent religious groups or even among the different 
sects within the same religious afhliation. By not 
working on revising the teachings of the original 
‘book’ in the constantly changing contexts, the 
leaders and scholars of that sect leave no way 
for their followers other than becoming narrow- 
minded and sticking to some irrelevant portions 
of their Holy Book. The world for centuries has 
witnessed numerous bloody massacres between 
different religious enthusiasts owing to their 
morbid attachment to the obsolete and out-of- 
context teachings of their Holy Book. 

This reinforces the acute necessity for a 
renaissance in religious literature according to 
the context and demands of the time. But the 
problem is: who will bring about the necessary 
updating of the Holy Literature? Who should 
be authorised to change or remove the portions 
of the texts that are no more relevant? There- 
fore, some founders of a sect have also started 
a collectively working machinery of trusted 
sincere practitioners whose duty is to work on 
making the Holy Literature more dynamic and 
free-flowing so as to adapt to the changing tem- 
peraments of newer generations. Such organised 
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machinery helps to make the eternal teachings 
more palatable to the freshers on the path. 

Swami Vivekananda also, foreseeing the pos- 
sible loss of Sri Ramakrishna’s teachings along 
the length of time, founded the monastic Order 
to run incessantly as a machinary that works 
on the lines predefined by him. The purpose 
was to keep the life-giving age-old message of 
Vedanta and effected Indic traditions always new 
and relevant through the interpretations of the 
Master’s life. 


Authentication and Consolidation of the 
Life and Message of the Avataras 


Swami Vivekananda once said to Sister Nive- 
dita: ‘He (Shri Ramakrishna) is the method, 
that wonderful unconscious method! He did 
not understand himself. ... But he lived that great 
life,—and I read the meaning.” Again, Swamiji 
said about his guru: “He was contented simply to 
live that great life and to leave it to others to find 
the explanation!”* 

It is the responsibility of the disciples that 
their lives and research justify the teachings of 
their Guru in the scriptural framework and time- 
tested traditions. In the case of the Ramakrishna 
Order, it is our duty to authenticate the life and 
teachings of the Holy Trio using the parameters 
set by the scriptures. This can be made practical 
only with the help of literary pursuits under- 
taken by the monastic and lay followers along 
with other intellectual scholars and admirers. 


Keeping the Message Relevant Always 


‘Religion is realisation’ It is no good getting lost 
in the forest of words without feeling a sense of 
meaning in them. It is only by doing sadhana 
and entering deep within ourselves that we can 
express our inner feelings to the outside world 
through those genuine words of conviction born 
out of the inner experience. Then it will be not 
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only necessary but also worthwhile to share our 
knowledge with other seekers, while obeying the 
Vedantic dictum: ‘Svadhyaya pravacanabhyam 
na pramaditavyam; do not neglect study and 
teaching.” Swamiji also emphasised the constant 
practice of study and preaching. It would not only 
help imbibe the wisdom of the rishis but also re- 
invent the Master’s teachings in the present con- 
text. The creative power of the human mind must 
be exploited to bore fresh channels through the 
volatile surface layers of society leading to the un- 
changeable core of Truth within. As Swamiji says: 
Truth does not pay homage to any society, an- 
cient or modern. Society has to pay homage 
to Truth or die. Societies should be moulded 
upon truth, and truth has not to adjust itself 
to society. If such a noble truth as unselfishness 
cannot be practised in society, it is better for 
man to give up society and go into the forest.° 


Dharma-sthapana— 

Establishment of Religion 
Dharma-sthapana or re-establishing the eter- 
nal religion is a process initiated by the incar- 
nations. This propagation of the Dharma as 
understood through the life of Sri Ramakrishna, 
Holy Mother, Swamiji, and the other brother 
disciples, becomes the backbone of this spiritual 
movement nourished through the establishment 
of the monastic sangha, organisation. 

One of the missions of Sri Ramakrishna was 
to establish harmony of religions. He himself 
practised all religions and came to the realisa- 
tion that all religions are true and they all lead 
to the same goal. By compiling the ideas from 
different religions, we reinforce the central truth 
in the minds of global practitioners of religion. 
The readers of such literature will be influenced 
by these cardinal truths of religion that may not 
give a tangible effect immediately. But, eventu- 
ally, we shall surely see the harmony between 
practitioners of different religions and faiths. 
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The Character-building through 
Publication Activity 


The schools and colleges give academic train- 
ing to the students that helps them to earn their 
livelihood and thrive in their professional car- 
eers. Through this training, one may become a 
scientist, a doctor, an engineer, a bureaucrat, and 
so on, but to remain sincere and faithful to the 
larger purpose of serving society, they have to 
build their character from a very young age. This 
development of their character and personality 
cannot be entirely taken care of by their schools 
and colleges. The students need to read and fol- 
low the great characters of the past and present to 
imbibe and assimilate those qualities that made 
these people great. Inspirational literature plays 
a big role in moulding the lives of these young 
minds in achieving greatness in the future. We 
need more of Swamiji’s and Vedanta’s life-giving 
ideas to bring spirit to the coming generations. 


Conclusion 


There are countless examples all around us illus- 
trating the direct impact of the literature in 
transforming the lives of a variety of individuals 
including prisoners and so on. Many a young 


201 


212 Prabuddha Bharata 


bright mind have renounced their hearth and 
home for the service of humanity as a sadhana 
for God-realisation after reading the awakening 
works of Swamiji and the eye-opening words 
from Sri Ramakrishna’s Gospel. 

We see that along these many years of the 
establishment of the Ramakrishna Order, the 
spiritual foundation established by Sri Rama- 
krishna, Holy Mother, and Swami Vivekananda, 
has been carried forward through various chan- 
nels like preaching, service, spiritual practices, 
and so on. These activities in different ways have 
provided help and succour to millions across the 
globe. It has worked at different levels in spiritu- 
alising the whole world. 

The publication activities that were started 
during the time of Swami Vivekananda himself, 
had the intention to carry forward the message 
of Sri Ramakrishna and Vedanta and also to keep 
practising sadhana, engaging in study and medi- 
tation apart from preaching. And therefore, we 
see that Swamiji emphasised the need for study 
in the monastery. Through this practice, there 
is a two-way benefit. Atmano moksartham 
jagaddhitaya ca—salvation to the inmates of 
the ashrama as well as service to the masses. In 
a way, the inmates of the ashrama are benefited 
from constant study and meditation along with 
the analysis and understanding of the scriptures 
and presenting them to the people at large in a 
language that they can understand better. This 
has been successfully done throughout these 125 
years of Ramakrishna Mission. 

As the times are changing, the nature of pub- 
lications is also changing and advancing. The 
printed material that we used to hold in our 
hands till recently is now replaced by electronic 
devices. They have facilitated our access to infi- 
nite sources of knowledge through the Internet. 
Through these advancing technologies and ways 
of printing as well as reading, our publication 
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centres are also constantly upgrading themselves 
and trying to cope with the changing demands of 
modern generations. Our publications are being 
upgraded, not only in terms of technology but 
also in terms of presentation in language. We see 
a paradigm shift in recent years regarding the 
publications of the Ramakrishna Order. They are 
being presented in a simpler language, and also 
in a modern style. They have been translated into 
various other languages globally and the message 
is being percolated into the lengths and breadths 
of the globe. 

Over the last 125 years, many intellectu- 
als, thinkers, philosophers, authors, publishers, 
book readers, and so on, are all being brought to- 
gether in joining this mass movement. It is like 
a collective churning of thought. Through this 
collective churning, the message is being continu- 
ously refined and broadcast. The principles are the 
same but the interpretations are continuously get- 
ting newer and newer meanings. It keeps the mes- 
sage fresh. It makes the message palatable. Thus, 
we see that through various books, eBooks, web- 
sites, audio-video lectures, story books, pictorial 
books, pocket books, and translations of standard 
scriptures and classical texts, we are accomplishing 
the goal of ‘For the realisation of the Self as well as 
welfare of humankind. oS 


References 


1. Swami Saradananda, Sri Ramakrishna and His 
Divine Play, trans. Swami Chetanananda (St 
Louis: Vedanta Society of St Louis, 2003). 

2. Inthe context of this article, books include the 
literature of the Ramakrishna Order and other 
similar spiritual texts. 

3. Sister Nivedita, The Master as I Saw Him (Kol- 
kata: Udbodhan, 2007), 168. 

4. The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda, 
9 vols (Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 1-8, 1989; 
9, 1997), 8.261. 

5. Taittiriya Upanishad, 1.11.1. 

6. Complete Works, 2.84. 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


213 


A Note on the Publications of the 
Ramakrishna Math and Mission 


HE RAMAKRISHNA MATH AND MISSION 
is one of the major publishers of books in 
India. Through its books, the Ramakrishna 
Movement disseminates some of the highest and 
noblest ideals and ideas to the modern world. ‘A 
good book is the precious lifeblood of a master- 
spirit, embalmed and treasured up on purpose 
to a life beyond life’—this famous statement of 
Milton is literally true of the books published 
by the Ramakrishna Movement. Since its books 
are published without any commercial motive, 
they are priced very low. In recent years, books 
have become very expensive, beyond the reach of 
the common man. By keeping the price of books 
low, often by subsidising them, the Ramakrishna 
Math and Mission make quality books available 
to people all over India and also abroad. 

Three main categories of books are published 
by Ramakrishna Math and Mission: 

1. Scriptures: Most of the important scrip- 
tures of Hinduism such as the Upanishads, the 
Gita, and the Brahmasutra, along with commen- 
taries, and several Prakarana-granthas, Bhaga- 
vatam, Stotras, and so on have been translated 
into English and several Indian languages. 

2. Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Literature: 
Books on Sri Ramakrishna, books by and on 
Swami Vivekananda, books on the life and 
teachings of Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi, and 
on the lives and teachings of the disciples of Sri 
Ramakrishna, form a class by themselves, and 
have been categorised as ‘Ramakrishna-Viveka- 
nanda literature’. 

3. Books on General Topics: Mostly pertain- 
ing to spiritual life, religion, philosophy, culture, 
value education, and so on. 
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The Publication Centres in India based on 
their “Location—State’, ‘Name of the Centre’, and 
“Major Languages of Publication’ are as follows: 
(1) West Bengal: (a) Advaita Ashrama, Kolkata 
(English, Hindi); (b) Udbodhan, Baghbazar, 
Kolkata (Bengali); (c) Ramakrishna Mission 
Institute of Culture, Golpark, Kolkata (Bengali, 
English); (d) Ramakrishna Mission Saradapi- 
tha, Belur Math, Howrah (Bengali); (2) Tamil 
Nadu: Sri Ramakrishna Math, Chennai (Tamil, 
English); (3) Telangana: Ramakrishna Math, 
Hyderabad (Telugu); (4) Odisha: Ramakrishna 
Math and Ramakrishna Mission, Bhubaneshwar 
(Odiya); (5) Gujarat: Sri Ramakrishna Ashrama, 
Rajkot (Gujarati); (6) Kerala: Ramakrishna 
Math, Thrissur (Malayalam); (7) Karnataka: 
Sri Ramakrishna Ashram, Mysuru (Kannada); 
(8) Maharashtra: Ramakrishna Mission, Nag- 
pur (Hindi, Marathi); (9) Assam: Ramakrishna 
Mission Ashrama, Guwahati (Assamese). 

International Publication Centres based 
on ‘Country, ‘Name of the Centre’ and “Major 
Languages of Publication’: (1) Argentina: 
Ramakrishna Ashrama, Buenos Aires (Span- 
ish); (2) Australia: Vedanta Centre of Sydney, 
Sydney (English); (3) Brazil: Ramakrishna 
Vedanta Ashrama, Sao Paulo (Portuguese); 
(4) France: Centre Vedantique Ramakrishna, 
Gretz (French); (5) Germany: Vedanta Ge- 
sellschaft, Berlin (German); (6) Japan: Nippon 
Vedanta Kyokai (Vedanta Society of Japan), 
Kanagawa-ken (Japanese); (7) USA: (a) Rama- 
krishna Vedanta Society, Boston (English); (b) 
Vedanta Society of Southern California, Hol- 
lywood (English, Spanish); (c) Ramakrishna- 
Vivekananda Center, New York (English); (d) 
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Vedanta Society of Northern California, San 
Francisco (English); (e) Vedanta Society of 
Western Washington, Seattle (English); (f) Ved- 
anta Society of St. Louis, Missouri (English). 


Magazines and Journals Published by 
Ramakrishna Math and Mission 


Swami Vivekananda was very much inter- 
ested in starting journals to spread the ideas of 
Practical Vedanta and the message of Sri Rama- 
krishna. He inspired Alasinga Perumal of Chen- 
nai to start journals in English and encouraged 
his own brother-disciple Swami Trigunatitan- 
anda to start a journal in Bengali. Among the 
journals started during the lifetime of Swami 
Vivekananda were: Brahmavadin (from Chen- 
nai), Pacific Vedantin (from USA), and Pra- 
buddha Bharata (from Chennai) —all in English, 
and Udbodhan in Bengali. Some of these jour- 
nals are still thriving after more than 100 years. 

Special mention must be made of the jour- 
nals Prabuddha Bharata, Vedanta Kesari, and 
Udbodhan. Prabuddha Bharata was started by 
Alasinga Perumal and Dr Nanjunda Rao at the 
instance of Swami Vivekananda with B Rajam 
Iyer as the editor. It was published from Chennai 
(then Madras) from July 1896 to June 1898. Then 
the journal had to be discontinued because of 
the untimely death of its editor. Later, with the 
help of Capt. Sevier, the journal was republished 
from Almora in August 1898 where it continued 
till March 1899 when the editorial office was 
shifted to the newly started Advaita Ashrama 
in Mayavati. Since April 1899 it has been pub- 
lished from Advaita Ashrama, Mayavati. It is the 
oldest journal in English of its kind being pub- 
lished in India. The Vedanta Kesari was started in 
1914 and is being published by Sri Ramakrishna 
Math, Chennai. Udbodhan, a journal in Bengali, 
was started in 1899 by Swami Trigunatitananda, 
a brother monk of Swami Vivekananda. 
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The Journals of the Ramakrishna Order with 
the centres of their publication are as follows: 
(1) Bulletin of the Ramakrishna Mission Institute 
of Culture (English Monthly—Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion Institute of Culture, Kolkata); (2) Global 
Vedanta (English Quarterly—Vedanta Society 
of Western Washington, Seattle, USA); (3) Jyoti 
(English Quarterly—Ramakrishna Centre of 
South Africa, Durban, South Africa); (4) Nirvana 
(English Quarterly—Ramakrishna Mission, Singa- 
pore); (5) Prabuddha Bharata (English Monthly— 
Advaita Ashrama, Kolkata); (6) Vedanta (English 
Bi-Monthly—Ramakrishna Vedanta Centre, 
Bourne End, UK); (7) The Vedanta Kesari (Eng- 
lish Monthly—Ramakrishna Math, Chennai; 
(8) Vivek Bhaskar (Assamese Quarterly—Rama- 
krishna Mission Ashrama, Guwahati; (9) Samaj 
Siksha (Bengali Monthly—Ramakrishna Mission 
Ashrama, Narendrapur); (10) Udbodhan (Bengali 
Monthly—Ramakrishna Math, Baghbazar); (11) 
Ramakrishna Jyot (Gujarati Monthly—Rama- 
krishna Ashrama, Rajkot); (12) Ashramvani (Hindi 
Monthly—Ramakrishna Mission, Indore); (13) 
Prabuddha Gram magazine (Hindi Monthly— 
Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama, Ranchi); (14) 
Vivek Jyoti (Hindi Monthly—Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion Vivekananda Ashrama, Raipur); (15) Viveka 
Prabha (Kannada Monthly—Sri Ramakrishna 
Ashrama, Mysore); (16) Prabuddha Keralam 
(Malayalam Monthly—Ramakrishna Math, Thris- 
sur); (17) Jivan Vikas (Marathi Monthly—Rama- 
krishna Math, Nagpur); (18) Vivek Prabha (Odiya 
Monthly—Ramakrishna Math, Bhubaneswar); 
(19) Ramakrishna Vijayam (Tamil Monthly— 
Ramakrishna Math, Chennai); (20) Ramakrishna 
Prabha (Telugu Monthly—Ramakrishna Math, 
Hyderabad); (21) Vedanta (French Quarterly— 
Centre Vedantique Ramakrishna, Gretz, France); 
(22) Fumetsu No Kotoba (Japanese Bi-Monthly— 
Nippon Vedanta Kyokai, Kanagawa ken, Japan). 
[Source: https://belurmath.org/our-publications/| 
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Sri Ramakrishna’s Bhava and the 
Ramakrishna Mission: Challenges in 
Harmonising the Ideal with the Real 


Swami Chidekananda 


HE 125TH ANNIVERSARY of the Rama- 
krishna Mission is being celebrated this 
year. It is well known that the Ramakrishna 
Mission was founded by Swami Vivekananda in 
May 1897 in a meeting held at Balaram Bose’s 
house. During the meeting, after a robust discus- 
sion between the members, the rules and guide- 
lines of the Mission were drafted, established, 
and later, published. These include the follow- 
ing: (1) Aim, (2) Duty, (3) Method of Action, 
(4) Indian Work Department, and (5) Foreign 
Department.’ 

The aim of the Ramakrishna Mission would 
be to ‘preach those truths which Sri Ramakrishna 
has, for the good of humanity, preached and 
demonstrated by practical application in his 
own life, and help others to put into practice in 
their lives for their temporal, mental and spiri- 
tual advancement.” What are, ‘these truths that 
Sri Ramakrishna had preached and practised in 
his own life?’ 

Though the answer to this question might 
seem straightforward, even Sri Ramakrishna’s 
direct monastic disciples sometimes suggested 
conflicting answers. In fact, following the meeting 
mentioned above, a discussion had taken place on 


Swami Chidekananda is the production editor of 
Prabuddha Bharata serving in Advaita Ashrama, 
Kolkata. 
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this very issue between Swami Vivekananda and 
Swami Yogananda. In this conversation, Swami 
Yogananda initially objected to Swamiji’s plan of 
starting the Ramakrishna Mission due to “West- 
ern influences and ideas’ and not according to 
Sri Ramakrishna’s teachings (in Bengali ‘tomar e 
sob bideshi bhavae kaj kora hocche’).* In his reply, 
Swamiji forcefully refuted Yogananda’s implica- 
tion that starting the Ramakrishna Mission was 
Swamiji’s idea and not Thakur’s. Swamiji replied: 
“Well, how do you know that all this is not accor- 
ding to Sri Ramakrishna’ bhava? He had an infi- 
nite breadth of feelings and dare you shut him 
up in your own limited views of life?’ Swamiji 
then continued and described Sri Ramakrishna as 
the ‘embodiment of infinite truths and ideas; or 
‘ananta bhavamay in Bengali. He further asserted 
that, ‘while there may be a limit to the knowledge 
of Brahman, there is no limit to Sri Ramakrishna’s 
bhava’. In other words, what were Sri Ramakrish- 
na’s innermost feelings, convictions, ideas, moods, 
and attitudes, collectively called bhava in Ben- 
gali? (hereafter bhava will be used). 

Question: When even a direct disciple of 
Ramakrishna like Swami Yogananda had diffi- 
culty in understanding Thakur’s infinite bhava, 
then how can we, as monastic and lay members of 
the Mission, not only understand but also preach 
Sri Ramakrishna’ bhava for the welfare of hu- 


manity as the aim of the Ramakrishna Mission’? ° 
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Just as Swami Vivekananda had said that 
‘If there were another Vivekananda, (then) he 
would have understood what (this) Vivekananda 
has done!” I believe that the best way to under- 
stand Sri Ramakrishna’s bhava is to see what 
Thakur has said about it in his own words and 
also what Swami Vivekananda, his chief disciple, 
had said about it. In this article, I will examine 
Swamiji’s words on his guru’s bhava, and also 
what the Holy Mother and direct disciples have 
said about it. 

First, I will discuss Swamiji’s statements on 
Sri Ramakrishna’s bhava. Specifically, I will 
elaborate on Swamiji’s comments about Sri 
Ramakrishna’s bhava being the harmonious 
manifestation of ‘depth and intensity’ with 
‘breadth of vision’. Secondly, I will discuss 
the common conflicts that members of the 
Ramakrishna Mission, both monastic and lay 
(hereinafter referred to as ‘spiritual aspirants’) 
face while trying to understand and manifest Sri 
Ramakrishna’s bhava. Specifically, I will discuss 
three common conflicts which arise: (1) Recon- 
ciling nationalism/patriotism (depth of love for 
one’s motherland) with globalism (‘making the 
whole world your own’ or Vasudhaiva Kutum- 
bakam); (2) Reconciling depth or intensity of 
love for one’s own religious tradition with the 
breadth or universal love for other religious 
traditions; and (3) Balancing depth in the yoga 
of meditation and scriptural studies with karma 
yoga. Specifically, I will discuss these conflicts 
by doing the following: First I will give specific 
examples of how Swamiji reconciled these con- 
flicts in his teachings and his life, and provided 
us with a practical ideal. Second, I will give spe- 
cific examples of how members of Ramakrishna 
Order initially struggled with these conflicts. 
Third, I will show how these issues were later 
resolved by either the Holy Trio or by other 
direct disciples of Sri Ramakrishna. 
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Swami Vivekananda on 

Sri Ramakrishna’s Bhava 

Swamiji describes that the uniqueness of Sri 

Ramakrishna’s bhava lies in its ability to harmo- 

nise ‘depth and intensity with ‘breadth of vision’: 
Ina narrow society, there is depth and intensity 
of spirituality. The narrow stream is very rapid. 
In a catholic society, along with the breadth of 
vision, we find a proportionate loss in depth 
and intensity. But the life of Sri Ramakrishna 
upsets all records of history. It is a remarkable 
phenomenon that in Sri Ramakrishna there has 
been an assemblage of ideas deeper than the sea 
and vaster than the skies.® 


Here, Swamiji first describes the two typical 
types of religious societies with their strengths 
and weaknesses: either narrow societies with 
depth and intensity that lack tolerance (Like those 
societies which adhere to religious fundamental- 
ism) or inclusive, yet superficial religious soci- 
eties that lack depth. Swamiji then describes the 
ideal religious society which combines depth with 
breadth, claiming that this can be found in Sri 
Ramakrishna’s bhava. For this reason, he describes 
Sri Ramakrishna’s bhava as a ‘remarkable phe- 
nomenon’ that has an ‘assemblage of ideas deeper 
than the sea and vaster than the skies’ Normally 
when we read such statements, we tend to inter- 
pret them as high ideals but impractical to mani- 
fest in life. Secondly, we tend to apply them at the 
societal level—like in the context of the harmony 
of religions—rather than at the individual level. 

However, Swamiji is very emphatic that the 
followers and admirers of Sri Ramakrishna must 
not only understand, but must also apply and 
manifest Thakur’s principles or bhava at the indi- 
vidual level: 

Some of us do understand that his life and 

teachings are to our gain, but there the matter 


ends. It is beyond our power even to attempt 
to put any of these precepts into practice in our 
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own lives ... to them we say, ‘What will mere 
understanding do? The proof of understanding 
is (its application) in work. Will others believe 
you if it ends only in verbal expressions of assur- 
ance or is put forward as a matter of personal 
faith? Work argues what one feels; work out 
what you feel and let the world see.” 


Here, Swamiji eschews the complacent mind- 
set which simply confines Sri Ramakrishna’s 
bhava to the intellectual or theoretical level, and 
does not attempt to manifest it in ‘work’. Hence, 
he repeatedly urges us to mould ourselves in Sri 


Ramakrishna’s ‘all-sided’ character: 


He is the true disciple and follower of Sri 
Ramakrishna, whose character is perfect and 
all-sided like this [combination of ‘depth and 
intensity’ with ‘breadth’]. The formation of 
such a perfect character is the ideal of this age, 
and everyone should strive for that alone.”° 


Thus, Swamiji gives the essence of Sri Ramak- 

rishna’s character as ‘perfect’ and ‘all-sided’. “Per- 
fect’ means the highest possible manifestation. 

‘All-sided implies the harmonious development 
of ‘depth and intensity’ along with ‘breadth. 

What are some specific practical conflicts that 
spiritual aspirants face when trying to actualise 
these ideals’? 

Conflict Number one: Reconciling nationalism 
or patriotism (depth of love for one’s country) with 
universal globalism (‘making the whole world 
your own or ‘Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam ) 

On the one hand, it is well known that 
Swamiji had a deep love and patriotism for 
India, and strongly desired to rouse the same 
sentiment in his fellow countrymen. For this 
reason, he praised the patriotism of the Japanese 
and wished that Indians could cultivate a similar 
patriotic attitude towards their country. He tells 


his disciple Sarat Chandra Chakravarty: 


‘The faith of the Japanese in themselves, and their 
love for their country. When you have men who 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


are ready to sacrifice their everything for their 
country, sincere to the backbone—when such 
men arise, India will become great in every re- 
spect. It is the men that make the country! What 
is there in the country? If you catch the social 
morality and the political morality of the Japa- 
nese, you will be as great as they are. The Japanese 
are ready to sacrifice everything for their country, 
and they have become a great people. But you are 
not; you cannot be, you sacrifice everything only 
for your own families and possessions.”* 


Here, Swamiji uses harsh language to encour- 
age his fellow countrymen to feel deep pride 
and love for India. However, we also have an 
instance like this: Margaret Noble, an Irish lady 
and Swamiji’s disciple, had a strong sense of na- 
tionalism for England, and was proud of the fact 
that her motherland had conquered nearly the 
entire world. Seeing this, Swami Vivekananda 
scolds her for devotion towards her motherland 
(England): ‘Really, patriotism like yours is sin!” 

How to explain Swamijis encouraging Sarat 
Chandra Chakravartys patriotism for India—and 
at the same time—Swamijis condemning Margaret 
Noble’ patriotism for her motherland, England? Was 
Swamiji merely a nationalist and not a globalist? 

No. Undoubtedly, Swamiji had a strong love 
for his motherland, but at the same time, we have 
to take into consideration the effect of the previ- 
ous three hundred years of British rule in India. 
The sum effect of British colonialism in India is 
that it deeply damaged the collective psyche of the 
people of India by bringing about a colonial mind- 
set over them. Hence, the people of India began 
to feel shame for their glorious spiritual heritage 
and history, and started looking towards Western 
culture as the ideal. In order to undo the effects of 
this mindset, Swamiji encouraged all Indians to 
cultivate pride in their motherland. In contrast to 
this, Swamiji scolds Margaret Noble’s patriotism 
for England because it was based on the notion 
that England was justified in colonising India and 
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other nations. In other words, whatever nation 
we may belong to, Swamiji felt that we should 
have pride in those characteristics of our nation 
which contribute to the world’s welfare, and not 
for those actions which result in the conquest of 
other people. For example, a citizen of the United 
States should have pride in belonging to that na- 
tion, which according to Swamiiji, is a symbol of 
democracy and liberty for the entire world. At 
the same time, American citizens should not feel 
pride in the fact that their nation slaughtered the 
native Americans. 

In this light, Swamiji claimed that each coun- 
try had a specific role to play in the world’s sur- 
vival. Regarding India’s role, Swami Vivekananda 
believed India’s survival and spiritual resurrec- 
tion to be inextricably linked with the welfare 
of the entire world: 


Shall India die? Then from the world, all spir- 
ituality will be extinct, all moral perfection 
will be extinct, all sweet-souled sympathy for 
religion will be extinct, all ideality will be ex- 
tinct; and in its place will reign the duality of 
lust and luxury as the male and female deities, 
with money as its priest, fraud, force, and com- 
petition its ceremonies, and the human soul its 
sacrifice. Such a thing can never be.”? 


Here, Swamiji explains the basis for his 
ideology which combines nationalism with glo- 
balism. If the world is not to fall under the power 
of materialism and destruction, then India and 
her spirituality must be resurrected. This also 
explains that though Swamiji was deeply rooted 
in his love for his country, he also felt that he be- 
longed to the entire world: ‘As for me ... I stand 
at nobody’s dictation. ... I belong as much to 
India as to the world. ... What country has any 
special claim on me? Am I any nation’s slave?”™* 

Hence, Swamiji combined the depth of love 
for his country with the breadth of universal love 
for the entire world. Swami Ranganathananda, 


208 


who was inspired by Swamiji, used to say that 
though rooted in India, he felt he was a ‘citizen 
of the entire world’ or a “Universal person who 
loved God in Man.” 

What is an example of a member of Rama- 
krishna Order who faced conflict in practising 
this attitude? 

An example of a member of the Order who 
struggled to initially harmonise patriotism with 
globalism can be seen in the life of Swami Isha- 
nananda. Swami Ishanananda, a direct disciple 
and sevak (attendant) of the Holy Mother, was 
then a Brahmachari (novice) in Jayrambati. On 
one occasion, Holy Mother had asked him to pur- 
chase foreign silk clothes for her nephews and 
nieces. However—out of his love for India and 
also his dislike for the ruling British—he instead 
purchased coarse native clothes made in India. 
Naturally, Mother’s nieces did not like them and 
complained. Ishanananda then defended him- 
self and said: “Those silk clothes were made in 
England. Do you think I will buy those foreign 
goods?’ Seated nearby, the Mother smilingly rep- 
lied: “My son, the English people too are my chil- 
dren. I must live with all. I cannot be exclusive."* 

In the above passage, Holy Mother corrects 
the Brahmachari’s narrow attitude towards the 
English people by indirectly revealing herself as 
the ‘Divine Mother of the universe, and hence 
that the English people too are her children. 
Hence, she teaches us that we should not merely 
restrict the teaching that ‘each soul is divine’ to 
theory, but apply it in practice to the people 
belonging to entire world. 

However, Holy Mother's attitude towards Brit- 
ish Rule in India changed when she learned about 
the injustices being perpetrated by the British Gov- 
ernment towards the Indian people. For example, 
while she was in Jayrambati, the police arrested two 
village women under false pretences and subjected 
them to various humiliations. When the Holy 
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Mother learned about this incident, she became 
extremely angry and said: “Has this been done by 
the order of the government or is it an individual 
act by the local police officers? We never heard of 
such cruelty to innocent women during the reign 
of Queen Victoria. If the government is respon- 
sible for the matter, then it will not last long?*” 

How do we explain Holy Mother's two appar- 
ently conflicting statements? 

We can reconcile her seemingly contradictory 
statements by noting that although the Holy 
Mother may love all people as her own children, 
she nonetheless does not support injustice and 
subjugation of the Indian people by the British. 
For this reason, when she had learned of the hu- 
miliation of the two village women mentioned 
above, Mother first questioned whether this was 
a government policy or the rogue act of some 
individual police officers. Interestingly, even 
after learning about the humiliation of the vil- 
lage women, Mother does not immediately react 
and blame the British government. First, she ap- 
plies her intellect and questions whether this was 
an ‘order of the government or ... an individual 
act’. Simultaneously, while expressing her dismay 
for the British government, Holy Mother never 
deviates from her universal motherhood that ‘they 
too are my children’ Hence, she shows us how to 
condemn the unjust governmental policies with- 
out condemning and having personal hatred for 
the citizens of that particular government. 

From the above example, Holy Mother 
demonstrates how to reconcile the two conflict- 
ing ideals of nationalism and globalism. First, 
we get rooted in our love for our country. Spe- 
cifically, we identify the unique and special con- 
tribution that our nation offers to the global 
community. Second, we get rooted in the Ve- 
dantic idea that each soul is divine and hence we 
feel unity with all people. Finally, we apply our 
discerning intellect to particular circumstances, 
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and if we determine that an injustice is taking 
place, we protest against that particular action 
without having personal hatred for the people 
who are engaged in the act of injustice. 
Similarly, during the Indian freedom move- 
ment in the 1930s, an intimate lay devotee of 
the Mission asked Swami Shivananda, the then 
President of the Order, why the Mission was not 
participating in Mahatma Gandhi's freedom 
movement. Though Swami Shivananda deeply 
admired and supported Mahatma Gandhi's love 
for India, at the same time, he had a deeper but 
broader understanding of both India’s and the 
world’s welfare: 
Just as we are doing things at home because we 
are interested in India’s welfare, so we are doing 
things abroad because we are equally interested 
in other races and countries. ... Every monk of 
the Ramakrishna Math and Mission established 
by Swamiji is dedicated to the ideal: ‘For one’s 
own salvation and for the good of the world.”* 


However, when the devotee continued to 
protest, Swami Shivananda resolved the con- 
flict by explaining the rationale for his approach 
which was based on the spiritual vision of Swami 
Vivekananda: 

We are working with an ideal formulated and 
left us by Swami Vivekananda. Before his illu- 
mined vision was revealed the picture of the 
next thousand years—not merely of India but of 
the entire world. He saw everything clearly and 
chalked out a definite policy for us to follow.” 


Here, Swami Shivananda gives us the ratio- 
nale for why the Ramakrishna Movement does 
not involve itself in politics. It is because Swamiji 
believed that the Mission’s work is ‘not merely of 
India but for the entire world.” Again, according 
to Swamiji, each country has a role to play in the 
survival of the world, and that India’s primary 
role is to give spiritual nourishment to the rest 
of the world. Hence, there exists the necessity for 
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India’s survival and resurrection. From the above 
discussion, we can understand the rationale for 
cultivating both depth and intensity of love for 
one’s motherland—and at the same time—ex- 
pand ourselves based on the principles of Advaita 
Vedanta and feel that the entire world is our own. 

Challenge Number Two: Reconciling depth 
and devotion for ones own religion and spiritual 
practices combined with a broad, universal Love 

for all religions or As many faiths, so many paths 
(Joto Mot Toto Poth’ in Bengali). 

Sri Ramakrishna’s reconciling depth and de- 
votion for one’s religion combined with a broad, 
universal love for all religions seem obvious at 
the theoretical level. But at the practical level, it 
can be nonetheless challenging particularly when 
one feels that one’s religion is being threatened. 

Swamiji, in his own life, shows us an ideal of 
one who had had depth and intensity for his own 
religion, and at the same time, breadth and love 
for all religions through his realisation of the 
highest Advaitic principles of oneness. 

During his sea voyage to America, Swamiji 
had a heated discussion with two Christian mis- 
sionaries who savagely criticised the Hindu reli- 
gion. Swamiji lost his temper and walked to one 
of them, seized him by the collar, and said half- 
humorously: ‘If you abuse my religion again, I 
will throw you overboard.’ The missionary apol- 
ogised: ‘I’ll never do it again.”’ Later, in the 
course of a conversation with a disciple in Cal- 
cutta, he asked: “What would you do if someone 
insulted your mother?’ The disciple answered: 
‘I would fall upon him, sir, and teach him a 
good lesson. ‘Bravo!’ said the Swami. ‘Now, you 
should apply that same positive feeling for your 
religion, your true mother.” 

Here, Swamiji encourages his disciple—and 
followers of Hinduism in general—to equate their 
religion with their mother. Hence, they should 
protest when their religion is being disparaged. 
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On the other hand, Swamiji had many close 
friends and disciples who were Christians from 
the West. And his reverence for Christ bordered 
on worship: “Had I lived in Palestine, in the 
days of Jesus of Nazareth, I would have washed 
his feet, not with my tears, but with my heart’s 
blood!” On another occasion, he said: ‘I pity 
the Hindu who does not see the beauty in Jesus 
Christ’s character. I pity the Christian who does 
not reverence the Hindu Christ.”* 

In tune with the teachings of Sri Ramakrishna, 
Swamiji also believed that each soul is growing ina 
certain manner and it should be allowed to grow in 
the ‘line of least resistance.”’ We see, for this reason, 
that when Swamiji went to the West, he did not try 
to replace Christ with Sri Ramakrishna, but rather, 
preached the Advaitic principles of Vedanta. 

For example, while visiting Puri, Swami Prema- 
nanda, a direct disciple of Sri Ramakrishna, saw a 
Christian Missionary preaching Christianity and 
Jesus’s glory in front of the Jagannath temple.” 
Unable to bear this and out of love for his re- 
ligion, he started chanting, ‘Hari Bol’ Soon, a 
large crowd joined him and chanted “Hari Bol’ so 
loudly that the missionary had to leave the area. 
Though the local temple priests were happy, at 
night, Sri Ramakrishna appeared before Swami 
Premananda and scolded him for his actions, 
saying that the ‘missionary was spreading my 
name and teachings only.” He also asked Swami 
Premanandato find the missionary and beg for- 
giveness from him, which he did the next day. 

We see in the above incident that even great 
souls like Swami Premananda, a direct disciple 
of Sri Ramakrishna, had initially struggled with 
harmonising ‘depth and devotion’ for one’s reli- 
gion with a universal love for other religions. 
However, Sri Ramakrishna himself appeared 
and corrected him. 

Challenge Number Three: Reconciling Depth in 
the Yoga of Meditation or Knowledge with practising 
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harmony of all the Yogas (including Karma Yoga). 

The third type of reconciliation that is nece- 
ssary for the followers of Sri Ramakrishna is to 
cultivate ‘harmony of the yogas’ or to balance 
depth in scriptural studies and meditation with 
unselfish works. Followers of Sri Ramakrishna 
sometimes encounter difficulty in this regard 
because they may overemphasise one yoga at the 
expense of another. 

In this regard, Swamiji made two unique 
contributions to the philosophy of Hinduism 
based on the inspiration of Sri Ramakrishna: 
first, each yoga—either Karma, Jnana, Bhakti, 
or Raja yoga—by itself leads to liberation. Sec- 
ondly, Swamiji pointed out that a practice of 
the combination of all of the yogas or saman- 
vaya yoga can also help a sincere spiritual aspirant 
acquire liberation. However, Swamiji acknow- 
ledged that even in regard to the harmony of 
all yogas, except for a few, most spiritual aspi- 
rants should cultivate depth in either the yoga 
of knowledge or meditation, and along with this, 
practice harmony of all of the yogas. 

What is an example of a follower of Sri 
Ramakrishna who initially mistakenly disre- 
garded Karma Yoga and only wished to concen- 
trate on Jnana Yoga or Raja Yoga? 

Sri M, the compiler of the Gospel of Sri 
Ramatkrishna, despite being a sincere spiritual as- 
pirant and intimate disciple of Sri Ramakrishna, 
did not fully support monks engaging in ser- 
vice activities, thinking that they should focus 
exclusively on meditation and studies. How- 
ever, in 1912, when he visited Varanasi and had 
learned from Swami Brahmananda that the Holy 
Mother had said that the ‘activities of the Home 
of Service are service to the Master himself and 
that he is tangibly present there’, M then replied 
with a smile: ‘How can I deny it anymore?” 

The above incident reflects how even an ad- 
vanced spiritual aspirant, like Sri M, was unable 
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to initially understand the breadth and depth of 
Sri Ramakrishna’s yoga samanvaya or harmony 
of the yogas in spiritual practice, which includes 
karma yoga, serving God in human. 

On the other hand, it is also quite common 
for spiritual aspirants to mistakenly interpret the 
‘harmony of the yogas’ as meaning that studies 
are not required at all—and that karma yoga 
alone without deep scriptural studies will suffice 
for spiritual realisation. 

A classic incident once took place in Maya- 
vati when Sister Nivedita was visiting there. She 
was encouraging the novices there to engage 
in deep study. However, some of the novices 
objected to having to engage in further studies 
and, ‘aired their ideas about Sri Ramakrishna not 
being learned’. Understanding the novices’ lack 
of understanding of the subtlety of Sri Rama- 
krishna’s mind, Nivedita wrote: 


Did they realise what it meant, to sit day after day 
beside the Ganges changing earth and gold from 
hand to hand, till He could throw them both 
away? Did fools not see what an effort of the mind 
was there? Did they suppose it made any differ- 
ence, whether that found expression in Mathe- 
matics or Greek or Physics or Religion? Couldn't 
they see that it was the essence of learning?” 


Here, Nivedita points out the novices’ misun- 
derstanding of Sri Ramakrishna’ lack of reading 
books to mean that studies are not necessary. Simi- 
larly, when Dr Mahendralal Sarkar made this same 
argument to Sri Ramakrishna to justify his own 
lack of scriptural studies, he immediately replied, 
‘But how many scriptures I have heard’ from vis- 
iting Sadhus and scholars.*° Hence, Nivedita 
quickly dismissed the wrong notion of the novices 
and pointed out how they failed to comprehend 
Thakur’s subtlety of mind, which transcends know- 
ledge but does not contradict it. Similarly, Swami 
Yatishwarananda, a disciple of Swami Brahma- 
nanda, in his book Meditation and Spiritual Life, 
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emphasised that to effectively practice harmony of 
the yogas, one should cultivate depth in either spir- 
itual studies or meditation or both. 


Conclusion 


In conclusion, in this article, I have discussed 
the three common conflicts that the follow- 
ers of Sri Ramakrishna encounter when they 
attempt to make practical his bhava, or the atti- 
tude of ‘depth’ with ‘breadth’: (1) Reconciling 
nationalism/patriotism (depth of love for one’s 
motherland) with universal globalism (‘mak- 
ing the whole world your own’ or Vasudhaiva 
Kutumbakam); (2) Reconciling depth or inten- 
sity of love for one’s own religious tradition with 
the breadth or universal love for other religious 
traditions; and (3) Balancing depth in the yoga 
of meditation and scriptural studies with Karma 
yoga. I have attempted to discuss each of these 
challenges by giving specific examples of how 
members of the Ramakrishna Mission, both 
monastic and lay, had initially struggled to mani- 
fest each of the above ideals, but were then helped 
by either the Holy Trio or the direct disciples of 
Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda. 

I believe that the main conclusion for followers 
of Sri Ramakrishna to derive is that his bhava— 
though it appears simple on its face—is very nu- 
anced and requires constant struggle, vigilance, 
and self-introspection to actualise in our lives. Let 
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us all strive to manifest these high ideals! oe 
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Empathic Vedanta 


Swami Krishnasakhananda 


Two Histories 
UMANKIND HAs two histories. One 
is visible all around us: a history of— 
kings and warriors; pyramids and 
skyscrapers; arts and philosophies; artificial inte- 
lligence and space explorations. 

The other is a history few of us bother to 
learn. It is the history of freaks and shamans, 
monks and sages, saints and prophets, who have 
turned away from civilisation and taken refuge 
in caves and forests, mountain tops and deserts. 
For ages and ages, they have dived deep into the 
inner ocean of consciousness, exploring—exist- 
ence and knowledge; life and death; immortality 
and afterlife; and, ultimately, the nature of God 
and the nature of human beings. 

But our ordinary consciousness is a hell— 
haunted by the demons of our—guilt and grief; 
insecurities and fears; and, lust and desires for 
glory. By turning inwards without any external 
support, many have gone insane or even cor- 
rupt. But once in a while, humankind throws 
up the Oe who conquers his dark side and is 
enlightened in a blaze of divine wisdom. Such 
great ones ascend to the plane of divinity, leay- 
ing their mortal concerns behind. 

Then there are the “Brave Ones —barely a 
handful throughout the history of life on earth— 
who return from the divine realm as instruments 


Swami Krishnasakhananda is the editor of 
Ramakrishna Jyot, the Gujarati journal of the 
Ramakrishna Order published by Sri Ramakrishna 
Ashrama, Rajkot. 
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of a higher power to guide humanity—to bless 
the saints; to cry with the sinners; and to laugh 
with the babies. 

After he attained enlightenment, Buddha 
reflected: ‘This Dhamma that I have attained is 
profound; hard to see and hard to understand; 
peaceful and sublime; unattainable by mere rea- 
soning; subtle, to be experienced by the wise. 
But this generation delights in attachment, 
takes delight in attachment, rejoices in attach- 
ment. It is hard for such a generation to see this 
truth, namely, specific conditionality, dependent 
origination.’ But then a divine being said to him: 
“... let the Blessed One teach the Dhamma, let 
the Sublime One teach the Dhamma. There are 
beings with little dust in their eyes who are wast- 
ing through not hearing the Dhamma. There will 
be those who will understand the Dhamma.” 

After his baptism, Jesus too retreated to 
the desert for forty days; fasted every day; was 
tempted by Satan; overcame each temptation; 
attained spiritual epiphany; and then returned 
to Galilee to preach.” 


A Theory of Gradual Ascent 


Once these Enlightened Ones began to teach, 
they immediately saw what happens with those 
who try to follow them on the path of intense 
solitary sadhana, spiritual practice—and the 
all-out battle with the demons of their minds. 
Hence they devised: (1) a middle path of right 
view, right resolve, right speech, right con- 
duct, right livelihood, right effort, right mind- 
fulness, and right Samadhi, or (2) the gradual 
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ascent towards monastic life, passing through 
the three stages—brahmacharya-ashrama, study 
and purity; grihastha-ashrama, having a family, 
a career, and performing the duties of a house- 
holder; vanaprastha-ashrama, withdrawal from 
the duties and obligations; and finally culmin- 
ating in the sannyasa-ashrama, retreat from the 
civilisation and full-time sadhana, or (3) the 
three virtues of faith, hope, and charity. 

If followed wisely, these middle paths should 
make us kind, generous, selfless, honest, and 
moral, and make our communities just and fair. 
We may not come face to face with the ultimate 
nature of God or Atman; but a devoted heart, a 
purposeful life, and a peaceful death—these are 
compensations worth striving for. 


A Lunatic Asylum 


Somewhere down the line, we in India lost our 
path. These esoteric spiritual teachings hardened 
into rituals and superstitions that ruined peoples’ 
lives and passed inordinate power into the hands 
of a few exploitative groups. While Western 
Europe and later the US took off on the wings 
of arts, science, and technologies, India saw its 
cities plundered, villages burnt, and its children 
enslaved. According to Swami Vivekananda: 


Think of the last six hundred or seven hundred 
years of degradation when grown-up men by 
hundreds have been discussing for years whether 
we should drink a glass of water with the right 
hand or the left, whether the hand should be 
washed three times or four times, whether we 
should gargle five or six times. What can you 
expect from men who pass their lives in dis- 
cussing such momentous questions as these and 
writing most learned philosophies on them! 


There is a danger of our religion getting into 
the kitchen. ... If this goes on for another cen- 
tury, every one of us will be in a lunatic asylum. 
It is a sure sign of softening of the brain when 
the mind cannot grasp the higher problems of 
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life; all originality is lost, the mind has lost all its 
strength, its activity, and its power of thought, 
and just tries to go round and round the small- 
est curve it can find. 

No religion on earth preaches the dignity 
of humanity in such a lofty strain as Hinduism, 
and no religion on earth treads upon the necks 
of the poor and the low in such a fashion as 
Hinduism. The Lord has shown me that reli- 
gion is not in fault, but it is the Pharisees and 
Sadducees in Hinduism, hypocrites, who invent 
all sorts of engines of tyranny in the shape of 
doctrines of Paramarthika and Vyivahirika.* 


A New Dawn 


But, however longa night may last, laws of nature 
dictate that dawn is bound to follow. In 1836, all 
the auspicious signs converged in a tiny hamlet 
of Bengal; a divine boy was born, inheriting the 
rich spiritual heritage of humankind. 

From early on, Sri Ramakrishna realised that 
he had no interest in a kind of learning that could 
bring nothing but settled family life and a regular 
income. He was a thorough aspirant of high stat- 
ure. In Dakshineshwar Kali temple, he performed 
sadhana ater sidhana—from Shakti sidhand, to 
Vaishnava sadhana, to Vedanta, charting a path 
of light through the desolate wasteland of avidya, 
ignorance—that culminated in the blaze of Nir- 
vikalpa Samadhi. \n that state— 


The illumined person realises within himself, 
through Samadhi, the infinite and indescribable 
Brahman, which is the nature of eternal Know- 
ledge and absolute Bliss, without equal in the 
world of relative experience. It transcends all 
limitations and is ever free and action-less, like 
the boundless sky, indivisible and absolute. It is 
completely free from the concept of cause and 
effect. It is Reality, beyond imagination.” 


Finally, he too was commanded to return to 
the world and be a blessing to humankind: ‘Stay 
in bhavamukha\! Remain on the threshold of 
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relative consciousness for the sake of humanity.* 
He too called the aspirants from the world over: 
‘Come to me my children! Where are you? I 
can’t bear to live without you!” They heard his 
call and gathered around him like bees around a 
flower. He taught them the same age-old wisdom 
that is woven through the thread of civilisation: 


Repeat God’s name and sing His glories, and 
keep holy company; and now and then visit 
God’s devotees and holy men. ... To meditate, 
you should withdraw within yourself or retire 
to a secluded corner or to the forest. And you 
should always discriminate between the Real 
and the unreal. God alone is real, the Eternal 
Substance; all else is unreal, that is, imperma- 
nent. By discriminating thus, one should shake 
offimpermanent objects from the mind.’ 


The divine touch that he brought to bear 
upon his words, went through the heart of his 
listeners and changed their lives forever in the 
direction of profound blessedness. 


Descent from the Himalayas 


Then we come upon a turning point in the move- 
ment. After Sri Ramakrishna’s mahasamadhi, 
his chief disciple Swami Vivekananda decided 
to retire in a cave in the Himalayas and spend 
his days performing austerities and conquer- 
ing higher and higher summits of spiritual illu- 
mination. Then a disaster struck. He received a 
telegram that one of his sisters had committed 
suicide due to domestic problems. He crashed, 
as it were, from the high flights of Vedanta to 
the cruel realities of the world. In his grief, his 
compassionate heart expanded to weep for the 
sufferings of all the women of India.” 
Transformed in a way he had not anticipated, 
he descended from the Himalayas—literally and 
metaphorically—and as an itinerant monk, trav- 
elled through the villages, cities, plains, and for- 
ests of India; now living with the commoners 
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in their huts; now invited by the kings in their 
palaces; now learning Sanskrit from a traditional 
scholar; now teaching Vedanta to the college stu- 
dents; now learning the true meaning of “equality 
of all beings’ from a palace dancer; now—seated 
on the last rock of India—meditating on the 
glorious past and despairing present of India it- 
self, to finally strike upon a new plan: 


We are so many Sannyasins wandering about, 
and teaching the people metaphysics—it is 
all madness. Did not our Gurudeva use to say, 
‘An empty stomach is no good for religion?’ 
That those poor people are leading the life of 
brutes is simply due to ignorance. We have for 
all ages been sucking their blood and trampling 
them underfoot. ... Suppose some disinterested 
Sannyasins, bent on doing good to others, go 
from village to village, disseminating education 
and seeking in various ways to better the con- 
dition of all down to the Chandala, through 
oral teaching, and by means of maps, cameras, 
globes, and such other accessories—can’t that 
bring forth good in time _ 


Understanding Compassion 

The idea was so radical, that even Swamiji’s own 
brother disciples were inclined to reject it at first. 
The reason wasn’t far to seek. Swamiji wasn’t the 
first one to grieve at India’s millennia-spanning 
agony; a long line of reformers had preceded him 
and the brother disciples well remembered what 


Sri Ramakrishna had said regarding their activities: 


Sambhu Mallick once talked about establish- 
ing hospitals, dispensaries, and schools, making 
roads, digging public reservoirs, and so forth. I 
said to him: “Don’t go out of your way to look 
for such works. Undertake only those works 
that present themselves to you and are of press- 
ing necessity—and those also in a spirit of de- 
tachment. It is not good to become involved 
in many activities. That makes one forget God. 
Coming to the Kalighat temple, some perhaps, 
spend their whole time in giving alms to the 
poor. They have no time to see the Mother in 
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Sri 


An old picture of the rock at Kanyakumari where Swamiji meditated for three days 


the inner shrine! First of all, manage somehow 
to see the image of the Divine Mother, even by 
pushing through the crowd. Then you may or 
may not give alms, as you wish. Work is only a 
means to the realization of God.” 


Swamiji, on the other hand, remembered what 


Ramakrishna had said about the Vaishnava 


precept of jive daya—compassion for people: 


How foolish to speak of compassion [daya]! 
Human beings are as insignificant as worms 
crawling on the earth—and they are to show 
compassion to others? That’s absurd. It must 
not be compassion, but service to all. Serve 
them, knowing that they are all manifestations 
4. aera ie -] 12 
of God [Siva jane jiva seva]. 


Swamiji was overwhelmed by this insight and 


had said: 
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What Thakur [Sri Ramakrishna] said today in 
his ecstatic mood is clear: One can bring Veda- 
nta from the forest to the home and practice it 
in daily life. Let people continue with whatever 
they are doing; there’s no harm in this. People 


must first fully believe and be convinced that 
God has manifested Himself before them as 
the world and its creatures. ... If people con- 
sider everyone to be God, how can they con- 
sider themselves to be superior to others and 
harbour attachment, hatred, arrogance—or 
even compassion [daya]—toward them? Their 
minds will become pure as they serve all beings 
as God [Siva jiane jiva seva], and soon they 
will experience themselves as parts of the bliss- 
ful God. They will realise that their true nature 
is pure, illumined, and free.”* 


A Confluence of Histories 


Enriched with his experience of Indian society, 
Swamiji’s insight on the Kanyakumari rock 
went one step further from his understanding 
of Sri Ramakrishna’s teaching that day in 
Dakshineshwar. 

As it is said in the beginning itself, we have 
two histories: one is concerned with making the 
most of this world and the other is concerned 


with the search for a higher life, going beyond 
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this world. When a few of the Enlightened Ones 
returned from the divine heights, they built a 
bridge between these two histories by giving 
us a way of life that will make it possible for us 
to gradually overcome the attraction to sensual 
pleasures and open a new vista of divine glimpses. 

But corruption in religion forced European 
thinkers like John Locke, John Stuart Mill, Rous- 
seau and the like to separate the church from the 
state and develop a civic sense of empathy rather 
than a religious one to prop up the society. ‘All 
mankind ... being all equal and independent, no 
one ought to harm another in his life, health, 
liberty or possessions.” 

Modern European nations that rose upon the 
foundations of social justice were so immensely 
powerful that they soon held cultural and mar- 
tial sway over the entire globe. At the same time, 
their lack of divine vision soon hurled them 
into the firestorm of the holocaust and ethnic 
cleansing.” 

In my humble opinion, Swamiji’s vision on 
the Kanyakumari rock wasn’t just a culmination 
of ‘Service of Man as God’ but also the logical 
extension of ‘Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity, 
thus paving the way for building modern India. 
Sister Nivedita had rightly said: 


... he [Swamiji] becomes the meeting-point, 
not only of East and West, but also of past and 
future. If the many and the One be indeed the 
same Reality, then it is not all modes of wor- 
ship alone, but equally all modes of work, all 
modes of struggle, all modes of creation, which 
are paths of realisation. No distinction, hence- 
forth, between sacred and secular. To labour is 
to pray. To conquer is to renounce. Life is itself 
religion. To have and to hold is as stern a trust 
as to quit and to avoid.”® 


No distinction between sacred and secular: 


Work for work’s sake. There are some who are 
really the salt of the earth in every country and 
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who work for work’s sake, who do not care for 
name, or fame, or even to go to heaven. They 
work just because good will come of it. There 
are others who do good to the poor and help 
mankind from still higher motives, because 
they believe in doing good and love good.’” 


While the high flights of Ramakrishna- 
Vivekananda Vedanta end in the ‘equality of 
all’ in the spiritual sense, its foundations are 
securely moored in the ‘equality of all’ in the 
civic sense. It not only helps us attain God but 
also builds a modern India and eventually a new 
world, where all nations live in mutual harmony 
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and peace. ow 
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Ramakrishna Mission: When and Whence 


Swami Jnanasudhananda 


IVINE PROVIDENCE bestowed a price- 
less jewel in the form of Sri Ramakrishna 
to all humanity in modern times. Cen- 
tred around this jewel, Swami Vivekananda put 
together an organisation that—like a jewel box— 
can protect and preserve the heritage of Sri Rama- 
krishna for all posterity. Compared to the jewel, 
the jewel box is of little value. Given an option to 
choose between the two, no person in his or her 
sanity will go for the box. But in another sense, the 
box is also important, since it protects the jewel 
from getting tarnished or lost. The organisation 
surrounding Sri Ramakrishna has not only been 
preserving Sri Ramakrishna’s ideal but also serv- 
ing as a demonstration of the veracity and practi- 
cability of his teachings. Here lies its significance. 
An ordinary box may keep a jewel in its bosom 
for millennia and yet remain the same—a mere 
box. An earthly jewel cannot impart its glory to 
the box. But the jewel we are speaking of is a spiri- 
tual presence and the Truth. It has the power and 
tendency to transmit its spirituality to the box, that 
is, this organisation which is nothing but a union 
of devoted monks and householders. Because of 
its proximity to Sri Ramakrishna, the organisation 
has, over the years, acquired spirituality. This is just 
Like the physical body of an illumined soul becoming 
imbued with holiness. Probably, it was in this sense 
that Swami Vivekananda declared this organisa- 
tion to be the physical body of Sri Ramakrishna. 
The Ramakrishna Math and the Ramakrishna 


Mission form the two halves of the box treasuring 


Swami Jnanasudhananda serves in the Headquarters 
office of the Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna 
Mission in Belur Math. 
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the jewel. We are now celebrating the 125th anni- 
versary of the latter. Gauging by the lifetime of 
an individual, 125 years is pretty long. Nonethe- 
less, it is a brief period in speaking of a world- 
wide religious movement. The Buddha’s Sangha 
is more than 2,500 years old, and the Christen- 
dom is 2,000 years. In making this comparison, it 
is not our intention to say that like the Buddhist 
Sangha or the Christian Church, this organisa- 
tion will give birth to a new religion, but to point 
out that the tremendous spiritual power which is 
at the source of this organisation is no less com- 
pared to that behind the above world religions. 

In marking the 125th anniversary of the Mis- 
sion, the years since 1 May 1897 when Swami 
Vivekananda called its inaugural meeting, are reck- 
oned. But the mission, in the sense of the work of 
preaching Sri Ramakrishna, had its genesis much 
earlier than the above event. Asa matter of fact, Sri 
Ramakrishna himself started his mission by meet- 
ing and talking to a good number of earnest seek- 
ers who came to him. He often went to Calcutta in 
search of ‘ready’ souls—souls who needed a little 
impetus to push on in their spiritual journey. True, 
we cannot set a specific date for any of these events 
and call it foundation day. Even the date of the 
other significant event in Dakshineshwar, when 
Swami Vivekananda heard for the first time from 
the lips of Sri Ramakrishna, a new interpretation of 
the Vaishnava teaching jive dayd as the worship of 
God in Man, is lost to us. The birth of the Rama- 
krishna Mission is shrouded behind these momen- 
tous happenings in Sri Ramakrishna’ time. 

While considering the inaugural meeting of the 
Ramakrishna Mission, an intriguing question pres- 
ents itself before us. Before we look at that question, 
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it is necessary to reflect on the Movement as it 
stood then. Within a few months after the pass- 
ing away of Sri Ramakrishna, his young disciples 
had set up, under the leadership of Swami Viveka- 
nanda, their first monastery in a dilapidated build- 
ing at Baranagar. By the time Swami Vivekananda 
reached the shores of the USA, the monastery had 
moved to Alambazar. Later in 1899, the monastery 
found its lasting abode in Belur Math, and came to 
be known as ‘Ramakrishna Math in course of time. 

Now the question: Did Swami Vivekananda 
intend to start a new institution different from the 
‘Math’ that was in its nascent stage? When events 
of that period are considered from the present pos- 
ition of the Movement—a position in which the 
Ramakrishna Math and the Ramakrishna Mission 
have become fully consolidated as two distinct 
(though closely related) institutions—it appears 
that Swamiji started the Mission as a new institu- 
tion separate from the ‘Math. However, as noted 
above, the ‘Math’ as it stands today, had not yet 
been born in May 1897. In fact, Belur Math prop- 
erty itself had not been purchased then. Swami 
Vivekananda purchased Belur Math land in March 
1898 in his name. About two years later, when he 
wanted to put the Math on a solid footing, and free 
himself from all administrative obligations towards 
it, he created a trust in January 1901. This trust and 
the attached brotherhood of monks is what essen- 
tially constitutes the Ramakrishna Math. 

Back in May 1897, did Swami Vivekananda 
have two parallel organisations—the Math and the 
Mission—in mind? It is quite possible that he pri- 
marily wanted to organise the work already started 
by the monastic disciples of Sri Ramakrishna and 
strengthen it by enlisting the support of laypersons 
also. He gave the name ‘Ramakrishna Mission As- 
sociation to this organised work. The Association 
could maintain a distinct identity only for some 
time because it was soon subsumed into the ‘Math’, 
as we learn from the Life of Swami Vivekananda: 
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For some time, the preaching and philanthropic 
work was carried on through this Association. 
In 1899, however, the Swami moved the Math 
to Belur, and, in 1901, by Deed of Trust, made 
over its management to Trustees. ... Soon after 
this, the Ramakrishna Mission Association 
ceased to function as an independent organi- 
sation, and the Math authorities carried on the 
activities conducted by it.’ 

The work continued this way for about a dec- 
ade or so, without a clearly defined ‘Mission’ 
Later, for the sake of efficiency and to have a legal 
status for the growing activities, the authorities 
of the Math felt the need for a separate institu- 
tion. A separate society named the ‘Ramakrishna 
Mission’ was accordingly registered in 1909. 

For a majority of the people associated with 
the Ramakrishna Movement, the Math and Mis- 
sion appear to be Tweedledum and Tweedledee. 
This is quite natural since the Math and the Mis- 
sion share a common ideal, emblem, headquar- 
ters, method of work, administrators, and many 
other details. Even though it is usually stated that 
the Math lays emphasis on religious activities 
and preaching, whereas the Mission focuses on 
charitable and philanthropic services, even this 
distinction is getting blurred with the passage 
of years. Now the Math, as well as the Mission, 
undertake both types of work. The difference 
between them is limited to only their legal status. 

The above details of the true origin and iden- 
tity of the Mission may be of minor significance. 
Setting aside these details, the present occasion, 
namely the 125th anniversary, undoubtedly offers 
an opportunity to honour the Ramakrishna 
Math and Ramakrishna Mission, the two arms 
of the Ramakrishna Movement, and take them 
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to new heights. OSs 
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Ramakrishna Mission and 
Ancient Hindu Dharma 


Swami Vedarthananda 


Hindu Dharma: Ancient to Modern 
NCE THE SYSTEM OF Adyaita deci- 
sively surfaced in the philosophical 
arena of India after the decline of Bud- 
dhism, it gradually transformed the ancient trad- 
ition of Vedanta into a pan-Indian religion." It 
initiated a vibrant and prolonged reformation of 
various Indic traditions of shared values and con- 
duct. Keeping Upanishads as the touchstone, the 
Uttara-mimamsakas launched a monumental 
project of constructively assessing and assimi- 
lating the vast corpus of Indian spiritual heri- 
tage. They absorbed the remnants and rudiments 
of many ancient thought currents, as nourish- 
ment for the main body of their expansive sys- 
tem. Vedanta could loosely incorporate many 
schools and sub-schools which were steadily 
emerging within its broad framework. The pro- 
cess certainly had its moments of bewilderment 
and periods of stagnation. Occasionally, even a 
kind of profanity crept into the dialectics among 
the competing factions. Still, for the most part 
of it, this Vedantic enterprise exhibited uncom- 
mon coordination and prudence, thus paving the 
foundation of modern Hinduism. 
But the quantum leap in the extent and inten- 
sity of this grand synthesis happened in the 19th 
century, when a new lineage of monks appeared 


Swami Vedarthananda is an Acharya in the Pro- 
bationers’ Training Centre in Ramakrishna Math, 
Belur Math. 
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on the scene. The Ramakrishna Order instituted 
its mission with a new mandate to stand as a 
bridge for the Hindu religious traditions to pass 
on to the other shore, that of universal modernity 
from their sectarian antiquity. 


A New Body for Jagannatha 


At the Purushottama-kshetra in Puri, a ceremony 
called ‘navakalevara’ is conducted periodically. 
The ‘essence’ of Lord Jagannatha is liturgically 
transferred to a newly carved icon. The soul of 
the deity is thus reborn in another body. The old 
icon is taken out of the sanctum sanctorum, and 
buried in a place which is held sacred. Hinduism 
also has its changeless soul and carved bodies. 
They are together venerated as the sacred dharma 
in Hinduism. But its essence alone is eternal, 
while its expressions are transitory.” 

The essential dharma is twofold: it exists 
as both the effortless state of a perfect person 
(sthitaprajnah), as well as the effortful dispos- 
ition of a practitioner (sdadhakab).’ The scripture 
inspires us to realise our ‘Self’ by acquiring the 
non-dual knowledge of the true Self of every- 
thing, and thus renouncing all ignorance-in- 
duced desires forever.’ This state of Knowledge 
(jzananistha) is taught as the ultimate dharma 
to be achieved in human life. Further, the scrip- 
ture ordains that we should sincerely perform 
our personal dharmas that accrue in accordance 
with the stage and position of our life.* When 
this performance is sanctified by the cultivation 
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of the Vedantic virtues seen in a person of perfect 
Knowledge,’ it effectively turns into the state of 
proper action (karmanistha). This is the path of 
dharma that can lead us to the aforesaid state of 
supreme wisdom and renunciation.’ All the three 
pillars of Vedantic testimony, namely sruti, smyti, 
and yaya, set forth these two states of dharma as 
the sadhya (the end) and the sadhana (the means), 
respectively.* The Acharyas describe them as the 
two-fold purport of the whole of Veda.’ This is 
the religio aeterna in Hinduism. Its outer expres- 
sions and icons are but ‘secondary details.”° 

The brahmanas periodically invoke this eter- 
nal dharma to its new body of felicitous dharmas, 
with appropriate rituals and incantations. The 
word ‘brahman’ means either the Vedas,”* or the 
Supreme Truth conveyed through them.’” Thus 
the term ‘brahmana’ primarily applies to a per- 
son who learns the Vedas and realises the Truth.” 
According to Manu Maharshi, the course of 
dharma is entrusted to the curatorial discretion 
of such a person.” Sri Shankaracharya identifies 
‘brahmanatvam (that is, the quality of being a 
brahmana) as the fundamental virtue on which 
the survival and efficacy of the dharmas enjoined 
by the Vedic religion depend.’* God incarnates 
to ensure that this incorruptible virtue is stead- 
fastly cultivated by the followers of the Vedic 
traditions, and that a congregation of persons 
endowed with this quality remain at the helm 
of religious affairs.’* They are the priests entitled 
to install new icons and institute new forms of 
worship, and the stewardship of the dharma is 
assigned to their successors in the ensuing era. 


Capturing the Zeitgeist 


It is true that ‘the sheep has always found a wolf 
to devour it,’” but the wolf turns away when the 
sheep wakes up to its lionhood. In the midst of 
changing notions of social morality and values, 
certain communities realise that their most 
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treasured wealth was never any material one, and 
therefore it behoves them to lose the world to gain 
the Soul.’* With majestic roars announcing their 
true identity, they shake off their accumulated 
sheepish garments which others coveted or ab- 
horred. Hindu Dharma maintained its continuity 
and relevance in human affairs, by uncompromis- 
ingly upholding its unique self and by recreating 
new existential narratives at every critical turn of 
human history. It acknowledged the higher aspir- 
ations of the changing times and assisted its fol- 
lowers to identify what they were really looking 
for. It enacted a fresh epoch from time to time, to 
reckon a new era and to recast its spirit into a new 
body. Hinduism reveres the central figure of such 
an epoch as an incarnation of God. 

At the Kali temple in Dakshineshwar, the 
incarnation for the modern age approached the 
subject of religion with the simplicity of a child 
and the precision of an empiricist. Later he sat 
among the ‘gentlemen’ of Calcutta, engaging 
them in his unpretentious dialogues concern- 
ing the most lacerating questions about the plan 
and purpose of human life. Like Yajfavalkya in 
the assembly of Janaka,”” he gallantly staked his 
claim on possessing and propagating the spir- 
itual wealth of humanity. He didn’t conceal his 
credentials; nor did he hang back from proclaim- 
ing his divine commission. He amicably held 
hands with his honest disputants, and unhesita- 
tingly warned some not to exceed limits. A new 
light emanated from his experiments, experiences, 
and spiritual ministry. It illuminated the annals 
of all religions, and opened up a new path for 
all aspirants to the Truth. In the process, Hin- 
duism captured the zeitgeist of universality, even 
while maintaining its unique Indian ortgeist. His 
chief disciple, like Samasrava (in Brihadaranyaka 
Upanishad), \ed the cows to a new homestead, 
as directed by his Guru, and thus ‘westward the 
course of Vedanta took its way.” 
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In the guileless light of Sri Ramakrishna’s life 
and teachings, Swami Vivekananda carefully ex- 
tracted the essentials of the Hindu heritage and 
went ahead to recast it as the universal religion for 
humanity. True to the voice of ancient Hinduism, 
Swamiji’s message sanctified the pravrtti’ needed 
in the modern world, by applying the vision of 
Vedanta to it in a variety of contexts. His version of 
Vedanta would enable one to meditate on the God 
manifesting as both the inert and the alert world, 
even while wholeheartedly exerting oneself to im- 
prove the mundane existence of hapless human 
beings. It induced pride and courage into the dor- 
mant nationhood of India, and trumpeted the gos- 
pel of Upanishads to awaken it to another glorious 
age of knowledge and action. Swamiji’s message 
exhorted the bustling modern world to contem- 
plate its forgotten Self and make its civilisations 
eligible to bask under the inevitable rise of Vedanta 
from the East. The message insisted on ‘renunci- 
ation and service,” and ‘aliving, poetic Advaita in 
everyday life,” and at the same time its every word 
pulsated with the non-negotiable destiny: “The 
end of all religions is the realising of God in the 
soul. That is the one universal religion:”* 


Custodian of the Universal Religion 
of Vedanta 


Throughout its long history of upswings and 
downfalls, Hinduism retained many sects and 
institutions which contributed to its variegated 
religious codes and unparalleled intellectual ex- 
pansion. Some of these organisations, like the 
one in the name of Sri Shankaracharya, had 
great prominence and command throughout 
the subcontinent. They also served, and even 
continue to do, as the custodians of the Dharma. 
But their long-established practices intertwined 
with jatydcara and kulacara,” originating in re- 
sponse to the needs of a bygone era, made their 
reach and access limited. When Hinduism woke 
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up to a new social reality in the 19th century, it 
required a new champion for its resurgence. 
Swami Vivekananda formally founded the 
Ramakrishna Mission on the first day of May in 
1897, to continue his work of effectuating a long- 
lasting synthesis between the perennial dharmas 
of ancient Hinduism and the zeitgeist, expressing 
scientific temper and universal values. The Mis- 
sion was envisioned to exemplify Swamiji’s plan 
of action through the practice and propagation of 
the Universal Religion of Vedanta. Swamiji had 
thoroughly considered the pros and cons regard- 
ing the prospect of establishing an organisation 
of this kind. He was aware that religious organ- 
isations of great repute and acceptance can grow 
into ruthless oppressors of society by accumulat- 
ing wealth and wisdom. A cautious instrument 
must be inherently built into the system of a re- 
ligious congregation to prevent it from becom- 
ing another ‘iron law of oligarchy.”* Swamiji 
incorporated such an essential clause into Mis- 
sion’s policy by prohibiting it from entering into 
the independent course of political action. He 
wanted his Church to remain separate from the 
State, and single-mindedly serve God appearing 
as ‘the poor, the illiterate, the ignorant, and the 
afflicted.” These are the new temples of vene- 
ration where the lineage of Sri Ramakrishna 
would lead a modern Hindu for adoring his 
ancient deity. The Ramakrishna Mission is to 
change the way an institution of Vedanta should 
henceforth look upon humans.” It would saga- 
ciously promote egalitarianism in social dealings 
and harmony in religious matters, based on the 
principles of Vedanta. The Mission would iden- 
tify different power struggles and currents that 
are constantly at work in our midst and utilise 
its updated intelligence and resources to promote 
mainly the following goals” among others: 
¢ Cultivating purity, unselfishness, discipline, 
and learning, to effectively influence and 
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lead the society towards universal Vedantic 
enlightenment. 

e Creating new communities and institutions that 
would serve the cause of the Hindu Dharma. 

e Encouraging such social practices and indi- 
vidual habits which would enhance the phy- 
sical strength and vitality of the Hindu race. 

e Experimenting with new enterprises based on 
science and technology, which could raise the 
standards of human life. 

e Rendering equal rights and privileges to all in 
receiving the sacraments (samskaras), studying 
the scriptures and observing the religious rites. 

e Realising its long-term goals through con- 
tinuity of policy and successive generations 
of followers. 

The standards and practices set by the 
Ramakrishna Mission form the convention of the 
Hindu Dharma today. Advaita is no more just an 
article of faith, but also a sacred code of conduct 
for the whole world. The immense harmonising 
potential of this universal Truth is applied to save 
the ancient Hindu traditions from disintegration. 
Its indubitable liberating power is guaranteed for 
anyone who seeks it. The solace and reassurance 
emanating from this perennial philosophy are 
unbound for every nation. Having seen what the 
ancient Rishis saw, having learnt what the vener- 
able Acharyas taught, and having done what his 
Guru directed him to do—Swami Vivekananda 
redefined the purpose for which the ancient 
Dharma of the Hindus should now prevail: 
‘Atmano moksartham jagaddhitaya ca; for one’s 
own liberation and for the welfare of the world.”° 


Conclusion 


Local factors do influence the torque in a compass. 
But an expert navigator reads the true north even 
from its transient orientation, since he is aware of 
the degree of variation at any given place and time. 
Ramakrishna Mission may not have an unwavering 
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compass for its voyage; but it has inherited from 
its preceding custodians of the Dharma, a dispos- 
ition to comprehend the eternal noumenon in the 
midst of the ephemeral phenomena. Its hands are 
constantly at work in perfect sympathy with the 
aspirations of the age, while its heart knows the 
secret as John Milton says: 


... God doth not need 

Either man’s work or his own gifts; who best 
Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best. His state 
Is Kingly. Thousands at his bidding speed 
And post or Land and Ocean without rest; 
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They also serve who only stand and wait.’ 
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Service Activities of the Ramakrishna 
Mission in South Africa 


Swami Viprananda 


he Ramakrishna Centre of South Af- 
rica was founded in 1942 by Swami 
Nischalananda. 

Swami Nischalananda (then a 17-year-old 
Dhanagopal Naidoo), a child of Indian immi- 
grants, was inspired by the life and teachings of 
Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda— 
especially, Swamiji’s concept of Practical Ved- 
anta. This centre became a branch of the 
Ramakrishna Mission in 2007, and in 2022 cele- 
brated its 80 years of service in South Africa. It 
is an appropriate moment to highlight some of 
the salient social services the centre rendered to 
the country over this period. 

The Mission has two affiliated centres in 
South Africa: the Durban Centre and Phoe- 
nix Centre. The Durban Centre has the follow- 
ing four Sub-Centres: Chatsworth, Ladysmith, 
Newcastle, and Pietermaritzburg. The Phoenix 
Centre has one Sub-Centre in Johannesburg. 
These Centres conduct medical, educational, 
welfare, and other service activities accord- 
ing to the needs of the time and availability of 
resources—all at no cost to the recipients. These 
activities are carried out with limited monastic 
resources but with the assistance and support of 
a large number of dedicated devotees and well- 
wishers. The report that follows is a small sample 
of the combined service activities undertaken by 
our centres and sub-centres. 


Swami Viprananda, who hails from South Africa, is 
serving in Sri Ramakrishna Ashrama, Mysuru. 
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The Ramakrishna Centre of South Africa, Durban 


Medical 

The Ramakrishna Clinic of South Africa com- 
menced in 1959 serving workers of the nearby 
sugarcane plantations from the Durban Cen- 
tre’s premises. This progressed to several annual 
medical camps being conducted in geographi- 
cally dispersed areas in partnership with state, 
private, and non-governmental organisations. 
At these camps, more than 600 indigent pa- 
tients are treated in a single day by a team of 
voluntary specialist doctors, nurses, and other 
medical personnel. 

The medical clinic in Foresthaven, Phoe- 
nix, has a multidisciplinary superspecialist 
and diagnostic facility whose services include: 
gastrointestinal endoscopies, general surgery, 
dental treatment, diagnostic radiology, labora- 
tory tests and electrocardiography, consultations 
by generalists and specialists, optometry and 
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ophthalmology with dispensing of spectacles 
and auxiliary medical services. 

In addition, the Clinic staff provide medical, 
general, and specialised surgical, paediatric, and 
orthopaedic support to several state hospitals 
and community clinics— all free of charge. Of 
note is an arrangement that existed with the 
Red Cross Air Mercy Services (a private non- 
profit organisation), which secured the services 
of a light aeroplane, free of cost. This plane was 
used to periodically transport approximately ten 
of the Centre’s specialist medical personnel to 
remote parts of the country where such special- 
ist expertise was not available. 

South Africa has a greater than 20% HIV 
infection rate, with similarly high mortality 
rates—the highest of any population in the 
world. Apart from the past, in the last 20 years, 
Ramakrishna Mission has constructed three 
homes specifically to deal with those affected by 
HIV/AIDS. They are: 

1. The Ramakrishna Ethembeni Home 
(Ethembeni — isiZulu meaning ‘hope’) was 
constructed in 2006 for the people of rural Kwa- 
Mashu (a township 12 kilometres north of Dur- 
ban) which caters to the needs of terminally ill 
patients. Most of these patients suffer from life- 
threatening diseases, many of whom have HIV/ 
AIDS. Because of the extreme indigent condi- 
tions of the patients and their extended families, 
many family members do not have any means to 
take care of these aged and sick people. This is a 
30 bedded facility to enable people to die with 
dignity. Most patients in this homestay will have 
only a few days or weeks before passing away. 

2. The Ramakrishna Abalindi Home 
(Abalindi — isiZulu meaning ‘protection’) is a 
45-bed facility for terminally ill patients (mostly 
HIV/AIDS and cancer patients) and was offi- 
cially opened in 2008 in another rural African 
township called Inanda, about 30 kilometres 
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northwest of Durban. This home consists of 
three sections with a total of 45 beds, made up 
of three wards (15 beds for males, 15 beds for 
females, 10 beds for children, and 5 beds for 
mothers staying with their children), administra- 
tive offices, stock rooms, and ablutions facilities. 

3. The Ramakrishna Ekusizaneni Chil- 
dren’s Home (Ekusizaneni — isiZulu meaning 
‘support’) started in 2002 and cares for approxi- 
mately 50 children between the ages of 3 and 18. 
This home was started due to the large number 
of children left orphaned by AIDS. It has two 
dormitories (one for boys and one for girls) and 
all the facilities necessary to make a child feel 
comfortable and safe. Regrettably, through no 
fault of their own, many of these children are 
HIV-positive themselves. 

4. Ramakrishna Mzamo Home (Mzamo 
— isiZulu meaning ‘effort’): This is a unique 
40-bed project in Verulam, a town 27 kilome- 
tres north of Durban, that caters to the needs 
of abandoned children suffering from cerebral 
palsy. Cerebral palsy is a condition of the brain 
which affects a person’s ability to control his/ 
her body and coordinate muscle movements. 
There is no known cure for cerebral palsy and 
those with this disease are tethered to it for life. 
They have a drastically shorter lifespan, but their 
lifespan and quality of life can be significantly 
improved and lengthened with proper medical 
care and facilities. The facilities of this centre aid 
these patients in achieving greater mobility and 
independence. There is no other project of this 
kind in the country that caters to the exclusive 
needs of children with cerebral palsy. 

All four homes listed above upon completion 
were handed over to local committees which 
run them independently of the Ramakrishna 
Centre. The Ramakrishna Centre however pro- 
vides them with food, clothing, medicines, and 
other necessities. 
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Specialists treating children with cerebral palsy at Ramakrishna Mzamo Home 


Swami Vivekananda 

Family Welfare Centres 

The nutrition programme of the Ramakrishna 
centre commenced in the 1950s. This pro- 
gramme evolved into “The Swami Vivekananda 
Family Welfare Centres’, which is the current 
model used by our centres and sub-centres. 
Through this model, assistance goes far beyond 
the provision of groceries and cooked food. 
Each recipient has his or her home visited by 
the Centre’s social workers. In addition to nu- 
tritional support, an assessment is performed 
to ascertain whether any assistance is required 
to enable these recipients to become self-sup- 
porting members of the community. Currently, 
the Mission provides cooked food to more 
than 1,000 indigent people every week. Over 
1,000 families are provided with groceries, fresh 
vegetables, and other necessities every month. 
In addition to this support which is provided 
directly through our centres and sub-centres, 
thousands of other families are assisted with 
groceries, fresh fruit and vegetables on a daily 
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or weekly basis through the support of other 
non-governmental organisations. 

The Centre’s agricultural awareness pro- 
gramme assists the poorer sections of the com- 
munity to grow fresh fruit and vegetables in 
their backyards, thereby improving their health 
and nutrition. Practical demonstrations are sup- 
ported by the distribution of thousands of infor- 
mation leaflets authored by agricultural scientists 
and horticulturists. 

The service to the community extends to the 
pet animals of the poor localities of the bene- 
ficiaries. To this end, the Mission’s veterinary 
clinic, through its own veterinarian and vol- 
unteers, holds veterinary camps in these com- 
munities. At these camps, pets are examined, 
dipped, provided vaccines if required, and pro- 
vided with a leash, collar, and food. 


Education and Skills Development 


South Africa’s historically black areas were 
equipped with only very basic infrastructure 
for education and skills development. Hence, 
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Patients wating to be seen at the clinic in Verulam 


there is a great opportunity to serve in this field. 
Some of the work done over the years include 
the construction of buildings and classrooms, 
laboratories, and sponsorship of stationery. One 
such project is the ‘Ramakrishna Educational 
and Skills Development Centre’ at the Nqabaka- 
zulu High School, KwaMashu which opened 
in 2011. This Centre comprises multiple build- 
ings to house different academic departments, 
laboratories, a library, and administration offices. 
Courses at a secondary school level in consumer 
studies, hospitality studies, physical sciences, and 
life sciences are conducted at this institute. 
Self-Reliance is one of the overarching prin- 
ciples governing the Centre’s welfare activities. 
Careful thought is put into ensuring that the 
recipients of the welfare services are not life- 
long recipients of welfare. In furtherance of this 
principle, the ‘Swami Vivekananda Centre for 
Human Excellence’ was established at the Dur- 
ban Centre in 2015 to equip people to acquire 
a skill that would either aid in gaining employ- 
ment or personal development. Some of the 
courses run by the institute include sewing, art, 
and coaching for 12th-grade learners. Other 
courses include training in plumbing, carpen- 


try, painting, building, and gardening. 
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The GZ Masinga Skills 
Development Centre in 
Inanda was constructed 
by the Centre and gives 
training in: 1. Sewing and 
upholstery (15 industrial 
sewing machines were 
donated), 2. Welding and 
ironmongery (Six welding 
stations were equipped), 
and 3. Cement block 
making and painting. 


Faculty of Peace Studies, 
Spirituality, and Culture 


The Faculty of Peace Studies, Spirituality, and 
Culture commenced in 2007. This unit of the 
Mission, supported by a team of educational 
professionals instituted courses dealing with the 
teachings of Sri Ramakrishna, Sri Sarada Devi, 
Swami Vivekananda, Peace Studies, and various 
aspects of Indian heritage and culture. These 
courses were conducted through the distance 
education mode and required multiple term 
papers, assignments, and tests to be completed. 
The final assessment required physical attend- 
ance at an approved examination centre. Over 
the years, hundreds of people in various parts of 
the country have successfully completed these 
courses and benefited from them. 

In addition, the Centre holds regular confer- 
ences and workshops dealing with Values Based 
Education, Educating Children with Learning 
Disabilities, and other topical issues regarding 
education. This idea of continuing education 
and professional development is an essential 
component of all departments of the Centre, 
that is, medical, educational, legal, and the like. 


Ramakrishna Open School 


This programme was implemented in 2020 due 
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to the suspension of children’s classes at the Mis- 
sion on account of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Value-based material is sent to children via 
WhatsApp, fortnightly. The lessons incorporate 
a variety of topics including inspiring incidents 
from the lives of Sri Ramakrishna, Sri Sarada 
Devi, Swami Vivekananda, Hindu deities, scrip- 
tures, religious festivals, moral stories, modern- 
day heroes, and self-improvement skills. The 
children’s progress is actively monitored by 
teachers through feedback received, both elec- 
tronically and through home visits by social 
workers. Over 1,200 children were registered 
for this programme in 2022, mainly from the 
greater Phoenix area. 


Ramakrishna Legal Advisory Desk 


It is an unfortunate reality that people belong- 
ing to the lower economic strata of society are 
prone to be taken advantage of and whose woes 
fall on deaf ears. These people often get swin- 
dled out of their meagre assets which might be 
a simple home that they spent a lifetime paying 
for. To this end, the Ramakrishna Legal Advi- 
sory Desk established in 2006 assists the poorer 
sections of the community in preparing wills 
and other basic legal documents—ensuring that 
they are protected against harm. The Institute 
does not enter into litigation but provides legal 
advice and assistance where legal help is lacking. 
The voluntary legal team consists of advocates, 
attorneys, and para-legal staff. 


Pravasi Bharatiya Samman Award 


In 2019, the Government of India, in recogni- 
tion of the decades of outstanding social service 
and welfare activities rendered by the Centre 
conferred the Pravasi Bharatiya Samman award. 
This award was presented by the Shri Ram Nath 
Kovind, the then President of India, at a func- 


tion in Varanasi. 
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Conclusion 

Most of the beneficiaries of the Centre’s welfare 
work are native (black) South Africans, as this is 
where the need is greatest. All service activities 
are done with no effort to proselytise or disturb 
the beliefs of the African traditional faith. The 
effect of the services of the Centre and how it 
is done has forged strong and important bonds 
between the African and Indian communities. 
At the opening of one of the Mission’s homes for 
AIDS patients (Ramakrishna Abalindi Home), 
Dr Zweli Mkhize, the then Minister for Finance 
and Economic Development, for the state of 
KwaZulu-Natal (and later to become the State 
Premier and National Minister) remarked: 


The model of healthy and respectful collabor- 
ation that is the Ramakrishna Abalindi home 
should be replicated in many communities in 
our country for us to overcome the immense so- 
cial challenges we are faced with. This ability to 
reach out across cultural and religious barriers 
to connect on the basis of our shared humanity 
is the driving force behind the achievement that 
is the Ramakrishna Abalindi Home. 


During the dark days of apartheid, there was a 
well-orchestrated plan and programme of action, 
engineered by the apartheid government to fos- 
ter hatred, jealousy, and bitterness between na- 
tive South Africans and those of Indian origin. 
The idea behind this was that if the different non- 
white race groups were at perpetual war with 
each other, there was a lesser chance for them to 
unite in opposition to the political system. 

The effect of historical race tensions continues 
even today and community leaders are always 
aware that moments of carelessness may cause 
racial tensions to be inflamed. It is at these times 
that the Centre’s work acts to soothe tensions 
and reduce its intensity. Against this backdrop, 
the services rendered by the Ramakrishna Centre 
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of South Africa take on a new meaning. as 
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RKMM Archives and References— 

The Twin Digital Platforms of Ramakrishna Order for 
Historical Preservation and Dissemination of Swami 
Vivekananda’'s Message to the World 


Swami Paramashivananda 


Introduction 

he first Governor General of India C 
Rajagopalachari (Rajaji) writes: ‘Swami 
Vivekananda saved Hinduism and saved 
India. But for him we would have lost our reli- 
gion and would not have gained our freedom. 
We therefore owe everything to Swami Viveka- 
nanda. May his faith, his courage, and his wis- 
dom ever inspire us so that we may keep safe 
the treasures we have received from him!’ A 
renowned Indian historian R C Majumdar also 
captures Swamiji’s keen interest in historical 
research through modern advancements: “He 
was also familiar with the scientific and critical 
method of historical research and modern de- 
velopments in Archaeology and Ethnology.” 
Based upon the above-mentioned details, it’s 
vital that archival materials related to Swami 
Vivekananda and Ramakrishna Order continue 
to be preserved and his teachings are dissemi- 

nated through modern methodologies. 
At this juncture of the 125th-anniversary cele- 
brations of the founding of the Ramakrishna 


Swami Paramashivananda currently works at 
Ramakrishna Math Media Lab, Chennai and serves 
as a technical core member of the Digital Publica- 
tions/ Media Team at Belur Math. 
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Mission, a twin digital platform called RKMM 
(Ramakrishna Math and Mission) Archives and 
References has been planned—the objective 
of the archives platform is to digitally preserve 
and organise the archival material pertaining to 
Ramakrishna Order, while the goal for references 
platform is to disseminate effectively the know- 
ledge sourced from the digitised archival con- 
tent to the public. The archives platform would 
contain curated high-quality digital archival 
content and one would then selectively choose, 
organise, and adapt the content into presentable 
formats on the references platform that would 
benefit researchers, spiritual aspirants, devotees, 
and enthusiasts of Indian spiritual knowledge 
across the world. 


Digital Archives and Archivists 


Archives are defined as documentation of human 
activity created by individuals and organisations 
that provide insight into past events and they 
come in written, photographic, moving image, 
sound, digital, and analogue formats typically 
retained for their long-term value.’ Archivists 
are the record keepers of an organisation’s acti- 
vity that includes collecting, managing, and 
providing access to archives for the long term." 
In short, archives store the ‘memories’ of an 
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organisation while archivists are the ‘guardians’ 
of the organisation’s memories. 

Archives are now undergoing a transition 
from the analogue world to the digital universe. 
According to the Office of the State Archivist 
in Australia: ‘A digital archive encompasses the 
technical infrastructure, standards, policies and 
procedures, and support services for managing 
and providing access to digital objects and their 
associated data descriptors.” Digital Archival 
tools are developed to collect, catalogue, pre- 
serve, and disseminate archival information. 
Digital archiving is not merely a mechanism for 
data storage, but also provides an intelligent way 
to utilise the archival content while maintaining 
its integrity and authenticity. 


Digitisation of Archives— 
2D and 3D scanning 


Digitisation is a simple transformation from an 
analogue source to a digital resource. The ma- 
jority of the digitisation of archival materials at 
Ramakrishna Math is in 2D format and these 
are done with document scanners and still/mo- 
tion picture cameras. But there are some old 
statues in Ramakrishna Math sculpted many 
years back that are of greater artistic and spiri- 
tual value. Recreating them would be a bigger 
challenge as the artists who may have originally 
sculpted them may no longer be alive. As time 
progresses, these statues are subject to minor 
deteriorations which our naked eye would not 
be able to notice even though many physical 
preservation measures for the statue would have 
been taken. Also, if the statue was ever damaged 
or needed repairs in the future, there needs to be 
a matching digital reference to the original. To 
accommodate this requirement, 3D Digitisation 
could be deployed to scan statues volumetrically 
and through photogrammetry tools, a blueprint 
can be developed for their preservation as well 
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as restoration. The reason a 3D scan would be 
better is that the 2D photos or drawings cannot 
match the accuracy of a3D scan. Besides statues 
and artifacts, even monuments and landscapes 
could be digitally scanned using a combination 
of laser scanners, drones, and photogramme- 
try tools.*” For instance, if a landscape such as 
Belur Math campus including the temples when 
digitally scanned in 3D, could portray an ac- 
curate visualisation of the evolution of changes 
over a timeline. 


Metadata Creation and Management for 
Digital Archives 


Digitisation of archival material doesn’t mean 
easy online access to the archival data. In the 
online era, with data overload, if data is invisible 
to search platforms, it is equivalent to lost data. 
Digitisation along with data description of archi- 
val content can drastically improve user access. 
This description of digital data is called Meta- 
data or in simplified words called ‘data about 
data. According to ISO 15489-1:2016, meta- 
data is data that describes the context, content, 
and structure of records and their management 
through time.® Metadata not only identifies and 
describes the digital object but also can answer 
what, why, how, when, who, and how every facet 
of data is stored and preserved.” Metadata could 
both be machine and human-generated descrip- 
tions of a digitised object. 
The functions of metadata are as follows: 

a) Creation and Versioning 

b) Organisation and Description 

c) Search and Retrieval, and 

d) Utilisation and Preservation 

When a digital object is created, there will 

be multiple versions of the same object opti- 
mised for a specific purpose—preservation or 
dissemination. The meta-information about the 
digital object is then prepared and organised 
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manually or automat- 
ically into the struc- 
ture of the digital 
archival system. The 
better the meta-in- 
formation about the 
digital object, the bet- 
ter will be the search 
and retrieval purposes 


both from a user and 


Figure 1: Metadata and Data—ananalogy admin perspec tive 
with the roots and fruits of a tree 


(Figure 1). The digital 
object could go through multiple transform- 
ations where the lifecycle needs to be captured 
and added to the existing metadata. The meta- 
data also helps with the authenticity and integ- 
rity of a digital object.” 


Preservation of Digital Archives 


Digitisation doesn’t necessarily mean that the 
archival content is safe and preserved for a life- 
time. Organisations invested in digital con- 
version need to deal with the fact that digital 
content could be rendered useless due to rapid 
technological changes called ‘technological ob- 
solescence’. A digital preservation solution is 
required that will ensure continued access and 
usability of digital resources. To ensure the pre- 
servation of a digitised object, digital preserva- 
tion policies and methods have to be defined and 
implemented.’ Migration from the older digital 
formats to the new digital formats seems to be 
the most widely adopted preservation strategy, 
especially for organisations with large-scale ar- 
chives.’ For example, when the popular desktop 
publishing software Adobe Pagemaker was dis- 
continued and replaced with Adobe InDesign, 
the publication centres of Ramakrishna Math 
and Mission had to migrate the publications 
designed using Pagemaker into Indesign for- 
mat. The fonts also had to be transitioned from 
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non-Unicode fonts to Unicode fonts so that the 
digital publications can be published online. 


Need for a Digital Archival 
Management Platform 


Although the digitisation process has 
begun early in a decentralised manner across 
Ramakrishna Math and Mission branch centres 
(especially in the book/magazine publishing 
centres), non-standardised digitisation work- 
flow along with limited expertise in the archival 
process has resulted in a variation in the digital 
quality levels of the archival content. The digital 
archives were usually kept locally by a centre 
utilising either disk storage or cloud storage and 
then typically shared with book authors, maga- 
zine editors, researchers, and webmasters within 
the organisation upon request. This has led to 
the duplication of digital collections with mul- 
tiple versions created within the organisation. 
This further results in the degradation of media 
quality due to processing and conversion into 
multiple formats optimised either for print- 
ing in books/magazines or publishing online. 
In addition to this, there has been data loss of 
digital archives that occurs either due to disk 
corruption on local storage or forgetting the 
credentials to access the cloud storage. Hence, 
a robust collaborative online digital archival 
management platform is required where archi- 
vists would curate, upload, and catalogue the 
archival content at the highest quality. 


RKMM Archives—Building the Next- 
Generation Digital Archival 
Management Platform 


The objective of RKMM Archives is to build 
a collaborative online digital archival manage- 
ment platform where archivists would curate, 
upload, and catalogue the digital archival con- 
tent at the highest quality with appropriate meta 
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descriptions. The content would contain high- 
quality digital versions of books, magazines, 
documents, reports, photos, audio, video, art- 
work, manuscripts, newspaper clippings, letters, 
bulletins, event invitations, pamphlets, maps, 
artifacts, statues, and landscapes pertaining to 
Ramakrishna Order (Figure 2). 

The design process begins with detailed re- 
search and review of existing modern digital 
archival systems to identify the building blocks 
of the new digital archival management platform. 
The core software components would utilise PaaS 
(Platform as a Service) model while the storage 
component will make use of the STaaS (Stor- 
age as a Service) model so that there is minimal 
maintainability due to automatic software up- 
dates. The following feature set is planned for the 
RKMM Archives platform in comparison with 
the modern archival systems available online:"* 

a) Modern UX Interface—Build a respon- 
sive user interface with a display adapting 
to multiple screen sizes including mobile 
devices. 

b) Content Types—Support document 
types (Example: Books, Magazines, Let- 
ters) and media types (Example: Photos, 
Audio, Video). 

c) Content Import—Supports bulk upload 
so that digital archives can be loaded on 
the cloud rapidly. 

d) Content Organisation—Enable indi- 
vidual units and collections of archival 
data. 

e) Descriptive Metadata—Supports 
popular metadata standards such as Dub- 
lin Core."* 

f) Advanced Cloud Search—Supports fast 
and live search. 

g) Access Controls—Enable visibility levels 
such as “Open Access, ‘Organisation Ac- 
cess, and ‘Private’. 
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h) Role Manage- 
ment—En- 


ables group 


manuscripts 
Newspapers statues 


access such as MagazinesDulletins 

‘Administra- Photos Books maps 

tor’, ‘Manager, Letters pamphlets video 
User’ invitations Audio 

an ser. reports artwor 

i) File Man- Artifacts 

sgenen ocuments 

5 landscapes 
upports 


versioning and 
be able to re- 
trieve previous versions of archival data. 
The digital archival platform would also add- 
itionally include a BooksDB (Books Database) 
that will include the digital versions of all the 
books (with multiple editions and metadata in- 
cluded) published by Ramakrishna Math and 
Mission since its inception. While we may be 
late in building such an archival system, the ad- 
vantage is that we could utilise the latest techno- 
logies to make the platform more advanced and 
robust compared to the existing archival plat- 
forms available online. 


Need for a Digital References platform 


With the advent of high-speed wireless con- 
nectivity and smartphones, there has been an 
increase in digital literacy resulting in a greater 
appetite for the message of Swami Vivekananda, 
especially among youth. At the same time, on 
the flip side, there has also been an increase in 
misinformation on social media on the life and 
teachings of Swamiji. To counteract this, a digital 
platform has been proposed that would con- 
tain the core reference books (Example: Com- 
plete Works of Swami Vivekananda), magazines, 
and quotes derived from the publications of 
Ramakrishna Order in all major languages. The 
references platform provides an option to search 
and retrieve accurate information and enables 
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Figure 2: Digital Archival content types 
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Figure 3: AWAKE Questions/Answers and Fact Checker repository 


easy sharing across social media to debunk the 
false information being circulated online. 


RKMM References—Building the Next 
generation References Platform 


RKMM references is a one-stop browsable and 
searchable unified knowledge platform contain- 
ing essential books, magazine archives, quotes, 
history and chronology, bhajans and chanting 
lyrics pertaining to Ramakrishna Order for the 
public. The platform will utilise SaaS (Software 
as a Service) model so that there is minimal main- 
tainability due to automatic software updates. 

As part of the references platform, the follow- 
ing two knowledge repositories have been 
added: (a) AWAKE Questions/Answers, and 
(b) AWAKE Fact Checker (Figure 3). 

AWAKE (Awakening of Knowledge and 
Wisdom through Enquiries and Answers) is 
a one-stop searchable digital media repository 
of spiritual and scriptural knowledge derived 
from the publications of Ramakrishna Order 
in a Question-Answer format. In AWAKE, the 
Questions are classified based on the topic (Exa- 
mple: Vedanta, Yoga, Meditation) and the seeker 
of the question (Example: Balaka, Nava Yuvaka, 
Sadhaka, Grihashta, Mahila). 
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Figure 4: RKMM References Platform feature set 


AWAKE Fact Checker is to educate the 
public with factual information about Swami 
Vivekananda and Ramakrishna Math and Mis- 
sion derived from the original publication 
sources and dispel the misinformation circula- 
ting on social media. 

For example, the following question is a 
popular one in Fact Check—A voice recording 
of Swami Vivekananda addressing ‘Sisters and 
Brothers of America’ is popular on social media. 
Does such a voice recording really exist? 

A fact-based explanation tagged with ‘Fac?’ 
is displayed first followed by the list of ‘Fake’ in- 
formation. This helps the public to distinguish 
factual information from fake ones. 

For the RKMM References platform and 
AWAKE repository, the following feature set is 
planned (Figure 4): 

a) Simple and Clean Interface—Build a sim- 
ple and clean interface with better format- 
ting optimised for online reading on all 
devices. 

b) Improved Cloud Search—Faster search 
within a book or topic and extended cloud 
search across multiple books or topics. 

c) Multi-lingual support—Support for all 
major Indian languages using Unicode fonts. 
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d) Metadata Tagging—Filter by topic, author, 
and other essential metadata. 

The current functionalities that RKMM 
References (and Archives) platform would 
provide are just a starter but with more advanced 
technologies such as Big Data, Blockchain, 
Data Analytics, Deep Learning, NLP Chatbots, 
Voice Services, and Mixed Reality, the future 
possibilities are endless. 


Conclusion 


The objective of the digital preservation of 
archives in a spiritual organisation is not just 
to merely capture the historical data as a record 
but rather to provide context to the archival con- 
tent to get a meaningful interpretation.” For 
instance, when Swamiji spoke or wrote, it would 
be always to a particular person or group on a 
particular occasion or situation. Recording the 
date, place, person, and situation helps under- 
stand deeply the context in which Swamiji spoke 
or wrote. Sometimes, what Swamiji said may be 
less significant than how and why he said it.”° 
For an organisation like Ramakrishna Math and 
Mission destined to spread Swami Vivekananda’s 
message for many years to come, the archival 
content is of greater importance since his teach- 
ings have to be interpreted in the right context 
so as to be a guiding force for the future gener- 
ation of the world. 

The RKMM References platform and a uni- 
fied publications website for Ramakrishna Math 
and Mission has been launched on 21 October 
2022 at Belur Math Heads Conference by Sri- 
mat Swami Gautamanandaji Maharaj, Vice- 
President of Ramakrishna Math and Mission, 
and Swami Suvirananda, General Secretary of 
Ramakrishna Math and Mission respectively. 
The references platform, awake repository, and 
website can be accessed by visiting the link: 
<https://publications.rkmm.org>. 
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A Note on the Medical Services of the 


Ramakrishna Mission 


Swami Mahatirthananda 


WAMI VIVEKANANDA proclaimed: “This 

is the gist of all worship—to be pure and 

to do good to others. He who sees Shiva in 
the poor, in the weak, and in the diseased, really 
worships Shiva; and if he sees Shiva only in the 
image, his worship is but preliminary. Many 
such inspired utterances of Swamiji resulted in 
the genesis of the Ramakrishna Mission. The 
Mission provides multifarious service activities 
to everyone irrespective of caste, creed, religion, 
and the like. These services can be categorised 
into food relief services, medical services, edu- 
cational services, and spiritual services. 

The three major medical institutions of the 
Ramakrishna Mission in Varanasi, Kankhal, and 
Vrindaban were the earliest monastic institutions 
providing medical relief services on a large scale 
and organised manner. The monks rendered ser- 
vice to invalids, the forlorn, the poor and the 
diseased, seeing them as God Himself. Persons 
lying uncared for by the roadside were the special 
objects of their adoration. These institutions not 
only inspired other ashramas of the Mission but 
also provided a template for them to emulate. 

In the present article, we present an overview 
of medical services rendered by some of our other 
ashramas. Following the footsteps of these three 
ashramas, many other ashramas started medical 
services, such as Allahabad (1908), Lucknow 
(1914), Contai (1913), Bankura (1917), Sonargaon 


Swami Mahatirthananda is serving in Ramakrishna 
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Dhaka (1915), Garbeta, Midnapur, and the like. 
According to the medical requirements of the 
people and resources available, these ashramas 
started medical institutions—hospitals or out- 
patient dispensaries in the community. 

In 1939, the Mission authorities decided to 
start a tuberculosis sanatorium to combat the 
high incidence of tuberculosis (TB) in India. 
Accordingly, it acquired 240 acres of land at 
Dungri in Bihar (presently Jharkhand), ten 
miles from Ranchi, and the sanatorium opened 
in 1951 with 32 beds. Currently, it has 280 beds 
with several ancillary departments. In 1948, 
the Delhi Ashrama started a TB clinic with a 
well-equipped diagnostic laboratory. It also has 
a home treatment scheme under which health 
workers and doctors educate and treat patients 
who do not attend the clinic. These two TB insti- 
tutions are accredited as the best in the country. 

Apart from the centres engaged solely in 
medical service, various Math and Mission 
centres started charitable outpatient dispensaries, 
which, over time, developed into well-equipped 
dispensaries providing either allopathic or ho- 
moeopathic treatment or both. Some have 
unique features like Ayurveda treatment, physio- 
therapy, acupuncture, diagnostic lab, and the like. 
The 275-bed hospital at Thiruvananthapuram has 
a psychiatry section. One of the recent develop- 
ments has been the introduction of Mobile Med- 
ical Units by several medical centres, enabling 
them to extend medical services to remote and 
inaccessible corners of rural and tribal areas. 
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The ashramas 
faced many oper- 
ational challenges, 
especially during 
their early days. In 
addition to finan- 
cial difficulties, 
they also had to 
garner the support 
of the public and 
other monastic 
organisations for 
their service activi- 
ties. The period of 
the First World 
War from 1914 to 
1919 was especially 
trying as many people were reluctant to help. 
However, the monks relied on God as they had 
firm faith that they were doing His work. During 
this period of financial difficulty, they would do 
collective or personal introspection to ascertain 
whether they were deviating from the ideal. As 
soon as any error was detected and corrected, 
help flowed in, and the difficulty disappeared. In 
these medical institutions, the monks dispense 
medicine and personally attend to and nurse the 
patients. At the same time, many young work- 
ers, professional doctors and trained workers, 
inspired by the examples of monastics, come for- 
ward to render their service. 

In the earlier days, the monks and lay workers 
were encouraged and inspired by the presence of 
the direct disciples of Sri Ramakrishna and the 
earlier pioneers, such as Swami Achalananda. Their 
guidance ensured that the service activities ren- 
dered were in the spirit of worship and that they 
did not degrade into merely secular work. Swami 
Achalananda, for example, would never use the 
word ‘patient. Instead, he would say ‘Narayana’ 
and expect everyone else to do the same. 
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Sri Ramakrishna Ashrama Charitable Hospital, Sasthamangalam, Thiruvananthapuram 


One of the remarkable features of these medi- 
cal institutions is their ability to provide the 
best possible technical and humanitarian ser- 
vice with the fewest resources. They achieve this 
partly due to the honorary services offered by 
local medical practitioners. The personal care 
supplied by the monks also contributes to the 
economic sustainability and efficiency of the 
institute. In many hospitals, the monks act not 
only as administrators but also as nurses, com- 
pounders, dressers, and doctors. And because of 
the presence of these monks, who consider their 
work to be a service to God, and attend person- 
ally to the patients and treat everyone with love 
and sympathy irrespective of their caste, creed, 
and social status, the patients feel at home, a fact 
which explains the continued public acceptance 


PB 


of these service institutions. ow 
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Intense Love of God, 


Tireless Service of the Neighbour 


Some Reflections on the Ramakrishna Mission 


and the Society of Jesus 


Francis X Clooney, SJ 


T IS WONDERFUL to mark the 125th anniver- 
|= of the establishment of the Ramakrishna 

Mission in May 1897 at Balaram Basu’s 
house. This memorable event brought Swami 
Vivekananda and his early companions together in 
the great spiritual and charitable work of the Math 
and the Mission. As the histories of the Mission 
testify, the organisation has for all these many years 
indeed had a mission, to be tirelessly engaged in 
service to all God’s children, at home and abroad. 

I need say no more on the distinctive nature 
of the Mission, since others in this special issue 
of Prabuddha Bharata will be covering that 
topic, I am sure; and also since we have availa- 
ble Swami Gambhirananda’s History of the 
Ramakrishna Math and Mission (1957); the 
weighty volume published for the rooth anni- 
versary, The Story of the Ramakrishna Mission 
(1997); and excellent secondary sources such as 
Gwilym Beckerlegge’s The Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion: the Making of a Modern Hindu Movement 
(2000). Of course, the Math and the Mission are 
deeply intertwined, the innumerable good works 
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of the latter grounded in and energised by the 
community and spiritual depths of the former. 

What is of interest to me—and here per- 
haps I can make a small contribution—is a para- 
llel between the Ramakrishna movement and 
the Society of Jesus, commonly known as ‘the 
Jesuits. These are two communities in which the 
love of God and love of neighbour mutually in- 
form one another, two great loves purifying and 
deepening one another in the service of a world 
in need. As I will note at the end of this reflec- 
tion, it is all the more important today that we— 
members of the Math, of the Society—show the 
world how the love of God and love of neigh- 
bour need not be separated. 

The Society of Jesus is my own religious order 
in the Catholic Church, within which I have lived 
and served thus far for 54 years. For most of that 
time, I have known too about the Ramakrishna 
Math and Mission, and always noticed the para- 
llels between the Society and the spiritual and 
charitable energies released by Swami Viveka- 
nanda’s plan to enact concretely the will of his 
Master. I will first introduce the Jesuits, and then 
reflect on the Mission and the Jesuits together. 

The Society of Jesus was founded in 1540 by 
Ignatius Loyola (1491-1556). He was a soldier 
who, during a long recuperation after injury in 
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battle, turned from material concerns to the world 
of the Spirit. He became a mystic lover of God 
who found that the Lord communicated with 
him in the moments of consolation and deso- 
lation, light and dark, in his own heart and soul. 
Fora time, he lived in a cave where he communed 
with God—and spurned the devil, in order to 
seek after the will of God for him. He travelled 
to the Holy Land as an impoverished pilgrim, to 
visit the sacred places where Jesus lived, walked, 
taught, died, and rose, and at one point hoped to 
spend the remainder of his life there. But he re- 
turned to Europe and, realising that God wanted 
him to use his mind too, for some years he was a 
student at the University of Paris. He gathered 
around him other students who came increas- 
ingly to share his ideals. In 1537 Ignatius and sev- 
eral of his new companions were ordained priests, 
including the famed Francis Xavier who would 
travel to India only four years later. 

As the many histories of the Society tell us,’ 
these new priests quickly became caught up in ser- 
vice of the Church and of people in need, both the 
poor and the educated, the clergy and ordinary 
people. When it became clear that the service of 
the Church might pull them in so many direc- 
tions that they would see each other no more, they 
decided to band together by holy vows. Thus there 
was born in 1540 the “Compania de Jesus, the So- 
ciety of Jesus: the Jesuits. It is important to note 
that this new religious order was not ‘the com- 
panions of Ignatius; or the ‘Ignatians, but rather 
companions of Jesus—just as the company of 
disciples around Swami Vivekananda were not 
“Vivekanandans, but members of the Rama- 
krishna Math and Mission. It is not that Igna- 
tius or Swami Vivekananda are unimportant, but 
only that even they are rooted in the immeasur- 
able divine wisdom and love manifest in Jesus, in 
Ramakrishna. As the 1897 document that marks 
the foundation of the Ramakrishna Mission says: 
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This Association will bear the name of him 
in whose name we have become Sannyasins, 
taking whom as your ideal you are leading the 
life of the householders in the field of activity of 
this Samsara, and whose holy name and the in- 
fluence of whose unique life and teachings have, 
within twelve years of his passing away, spread 
in such an unthought-of way both in the East 
and the West. Let this Sangha, or organisation, 
be therefore named the Ramakrishna Mission. 

We are only the servants of the Master. 

The Jesuits were officially approved by the 
Pope in 1540. The Order’s guiding ‘Formula of 
the Institute’ focuses on preaching and writing, 
but also on humble service, for instance, the edu- 
cation of children: 

Whoever wishes to serve as a soldier of God 
beneath the banner of the cross in our Society, 
which we desire to be designated by the name of 
Jesus, and to serve the Lord alone and his vicar 
on earth, should keep in mind that once he has 
made a solemn vow of perpetual chastity he is 
a member of a community founded chiefly for 
this purpose: to strive especially for the progress 
of souls in Christian life and doctrine and for 
the propagation of the faith by the ministry of 
the word, by spiritual exercises and works of 
charity, and specifically by the education of chil- 
dren and unlettered persons in Christianity.” 

By the time of Ignatius’ death in 1556, a brief 
14 years after the Society was founded, as many 
as 1000 Jesuits were engaged in the work he en- 
visioned. Ignatius and his companions of course 
could not guess in 1540 that over the centuries 
so many Jesuit schools and colleges would spring 
up in every part of the world. 

Yet all such Jesuit work, now as in the begin- 
ning, is always to be grounded in each Jesuit’s 
focus on seeing God, seeking God, in love but 
also wisdom, as the Formula continues: 

The Jesuit should further take care to keep 

always before his eyes first God, and the na- 

ture of this Institute which is his pathway to 
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God; and let him strive with all his effort to 
achieve this end set before him by God—each 
one, however, according to the grace which the 
Holy Spirit has given to him and according to 
the particular grade of his own vocation, lest 
anyone should perhaps show zeal, but a zeal 
which is not according to knowledge. 


Having already mentioned perpetual chas- 
tity, the Formula, later on, highlights the vow 
of obedience: 

All should likewise vow that in all matters that 
concern the observance of this Rule they will 
obey the superior of the Society. The superior, 
however, should issue the commands which he 
knows to be opportune for achieving the end 
set before him by God and by the Society. In 
his superiorship he should be ever mindful of 
the kindness, meekness, and charity of Christ 
and of the pattern set by Peter and Paul, a norm 
which both he and the council should keep 
constantly in view, 

and then too the vow of poverty: 


From experience we have learned that a life 
removed as far as possible from all contagion 
of avarice and as like as possible to evangelical 
poverty is more gratifying, more undefiled, and 
more suitable for the edification of our neigh- 
bours. We likewise know that our Lord Jesus 
Christ will supply to his servants who are seeking 
only the kingdom of God what is necessary for 
food and clothing. Therefore one and all should 
vow perpetual poverty, declaring that they can- 
not, either individually or in common, acquire 
any civil right to any stable goods or to any an- 
nually recurring produce or fixed income for the 
sustenance or use of the Society. Rather, let them 
be content with only the use of necessary things, 
when the owners permit it, and to receive money 
and the sale price of things given them that they 
may buy what is necessary for themselves. 


To bea Jesuit is to be a monastic, in the sense 
that Jesuits take such vows of poverty, chas- 
tity, and obedience: common ownership of all 
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worldly goods, with minimal private property; 
celibacy and a chaste life; and a willingness to 
be obedient and to go wherever sent in the great 
cities of Europe and throughout the wider world, 
in service of God and the Church. The ideal was 
detachment in action, indifference towards all 
things, except insofar as they led to God. Many 
factors contributed to the Society’s growth, di- 
versity, and influence, but it was all rooted in 
the mysticism of its founder, Ignatius Loyola, 
who found God at the centre of his life, guiding 
him through times of joy and sorrow, light and 
darkness, consolations and desolations, to serve 
ever more freely God and the women and men 
around him. The Society of Jesus is thus a com- 
bination, as it were, of a Math and a Mission, 
particularly if we also consider the myriad lay 
women and men who work with Jesuits, inspired 
by the ideals of Ignatius Loyola. 

Over the centuries, the Jesuits grew to be the 
largest of the Church’s religious orders, running 
parishes, schools, and universities in many coun- 
tries, and producing respected scholars among 
members of the Order, in the humanities and 
sciences. However prosperous the Order may 
be, the goal is still to stand in solidarity with the 
neediest members of every city and country. 

I am sure that it will be clear to readers that 
the story of the Ramakrishna Mission reflects 
similar elements: the intense spiritual experience 
of the founding persons—Sri Ramakrishna and 
Sri Sarada Devi, but in holding the commu- 
nity together after Ramakrishna’s death, Swami 
Vivekananda too. The early monastics of the 
Math had in common their intimate relation- 
ship to Sri Ramakrishna, their faith in Swami 
Vivekananda’s interpretation of the will of the 
Master, and yet too their friendship and solidar- 
ity with one another. 

I note several passages from the 1897 found- 
ing document of the ‘Association’, including 
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these words of Swami Vivekananda, as cited in 
Swami Vivekananda: A Biography by His East- 


ern and Western Disciples:° 


The aim of the Sangha is to preach those truths 
which Shri Ramakrishna has, for the good of 
humanity, preached and demonstrated by prac- 
tical application in his own life, and to help 
others to put these truths into practice in their 
lives for their temporal, mental and spiritual 
advancement. 

The duty of the Mission is to conduct in the 
right spirit the activities of the movement in- 
augurated by Shri Ramakrishna for the esta- 
blishment of fellowship among the followers 
of different religions, knowing them all to be 
so many forms only of one undying Eternal 
Religion. 

The same chapter later emphasises how the 
same melding of spiritual and educational pur- 
poses infused the Math that came to replace the 
‘Association’: 


For some time, the philanthropic and mission- 
ary work was carried on through the medium of 
this Association. In 1899, however, the Swami 
started a Math or monastery at Belur, and made 
over its management to a number of Trustees 
by a Deed of Trust in 1901, the main objects of 
the Math being the training of a band of monks 
for self-realisation and for the acquisition of a 
capacity to serve the world in all possible ways. 


The spiritual and the social cannot be sepa- 
rated, if we are to understand the Mission 
adequately. 

I have sketched in rather general terms some 
features of the Society of Jesus and the Rama- 
krishna Math and Mission. As we Jesuits put 
it, our calling—as Jesuits, as Ramakrishna 
monks—is to be ‘in the world but not of it’ 
detached even while traversing the world in 
order to help those in need. 

Both the Math and Mission and the Society 
offer a unique model for engagement in today’s 
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world: detachment, spiritual focus, and unbounded 
service to our sisters and brothers in need. That the 
spiritual quest and social commitment should 
be thus interconnected is not an outcome that 
should be taken for granted. We need to be care- 
ful to remember and show who we are. After all, 
there is no rule that contemplatives—monastics, 
vowed religious—should be engaged in active 
work in the world. To live in isolation and seek 
after God is a perfectly wonderful, graced way of 
life. Nor must people of good will committed to 
service in society all be monastics. The work of 
the monastics of the Math and of Jesuits is in its 
outward form to engage in ministries of service 
and charity. In doing so, we stand alongside and 
ideally in collaboration with other good people 
of many faiths and none. 

Yet too, Jesuits and monks ought also to 
radiate our inner experience of God, by the 
grace of God. The models St. Ignatius and Swami 
Vivekananda gambled on—a deep religious com- 
mitment that shines forth in service—should also 
show people how much God loves them, and 
how near and available to every one of us are the 
graces and joys of intimate knowledge of God. 
May the next 125 years of the Mission, and the 
next 500 years of the Jesuits, continue to show, 
as best we can, the love of God—loving God, but 
being first of all loved by God—manifest in daily 
acts of love of neighbours. Of 
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Three Temples of Service of God in Man: 
Varanasi, Kankhal, and Vrindaban 


Br. Bhaveshachaitanya 


Introduction 

T IS USUALLY FOUND that people habitu- 
| ally place God or individual Chosen Ideal 

(Ista) on an altar and offer their worship and 
prayer to Him or Her. This is a common prac- 
tice of devotion found everywhere. The image of 
God is placed at a high altitude and served as a 
master by his servants. However, there is another 
idea which depicts that all is equal to God and 
God is immanent in everything in the universe. 
God is manifested in various forms: ‘Ekam jyotir 
bahudha vibhati; the one light that appears in 
diverse forms.’ Though God appears in diverse 
forms, He is found greatly manifested in human 
beings.* This idea is akin to a great extent to the 
principle of the divinity of humans. So service to 
humans amounts to the worship of God. Swami 
Vivekananda says: 


He who sees Shiva in the poor, in the weak, and 
in the diseased, really worships Shiva; and if he 
sees Shiva only in the image, his worship is but 
preliminary. He who has served and helped one 
poor man seeing Shiva in him, without thinking 
of his caste or creed or race, or anything, with 
him Shiva is more pleased than with the man 
who sees Him only in temples.’ 


This divine injunction is the fundamental 
doctrine, based on which all kinds of services 
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are rendered to people regardless of caste, creed, 
colour, and religion by the Ramakrishna Mission 
through its various centres. 

The following are the scintillating accounts 
of how three temples of service—three of our 
hospital centres came into existence one after 
another intending to serve God in humans: 


Ramakrishna Mission Home of Service, 
Varanasi 


A celestial inspiration prompted a band of young 
men to form a sort of brotherhood of mercy in 
the middle of June 1900 to serve the sufferers of 
Varanasi. These sufferers were mostly pilgrims 
who gathered in thousands in that sacred city— 
helpless widows, and aged persons lying ill on 
the streets and ghats of the city. Charuchandra 
Das, a young man then and later became Swami 
Shubhananda, under whose leadership the band 
was formed, read the poem “To 4 Friend’ writ- 
ten by Swami Vivekananda, and was struck by 
the inherent meaning of the poem. He shared 
the inner meaning of the poem with Jamini- 
ranjan Majumder, his friend: “Swamiji says that 
God pervades all creatures in this universe. The 
poor, the diseased, the hungry, forlorn human 
beings we see all around us, are our God—our 
Narayana—our Shiva!’ This is what instilled 
inspiration into Jaminiranjan, and he got a new 
broader vision of life. 

The next morning, while he was approaching 
the Ganges for a bath, Jaminiranjan could hear a 
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feeble groan from a dying and starved lady with 
her clothes and body soiled. Jaminiranjan cleaned 
her. As the lady asked for some food, Jaminiran- 
jan, himself being a penniless man, begged four 
annas from the first gentleman he met, and pur- 
chased milk to feed the sick lady. After some 
time, he got some food for her. The condition of 
the sick lady improved gradually. Later Jamini- 
ranjan, Charuchandra, and a few others got her 
admitted to Bhelupur hospital. They not only 
nursed the lady, but, for her treatment, they man- 
aged the expenditure by begging. By the grace 
of God, the lady was completely cured within a 
fortnight. This bringing back of life to the sick 
lady gave them further encouragement to follow 
the providential dictum—‘The service of man is 
the service of God. Accordingly, an Association 
named ‘Home of Relief’ was formed and the 
workers were Charuchandra Das, Kedarnath 
Moulik (later Swami Achalananda), Nigam- 
achari Bibhuti Bhusan, Jaminiranjan Majumder, 
Hari Nath Ohdedhar, Hari Das Chatterjee, Jahat 
Durlav Ghose, and Jnanendra Nath. 

Thereafter, the youths started the relief work 
in a methodical manner. They regularly scouted 
the lanes and alleys of Varanasi and picked up 
helpless ailing people. They arranged food for 
the hungry, and facilitated medical treatment 
and nursing for the diseased. A patient with ty- 
phoid fever was the first patient to be accommo- 
dated in Kedarnath’s house and nursed by them. 
Soon, they felt the need for a more spacious place 
for the patients, and a house was taken on rent at 
five rupees a month. A small outpatient homoeo- 
pathic dispensary was also started. One room of 
the dispensary building was devoted to hospital 
patients. Also, the dispensary served the purpose 
of the office and the bedroom of two full-time 
workers—Charuchandra and Jaminiranjan. 

Soon, the silent and selfless work of the young 
men drew the attention of benevolent and leading 
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citizens of the city to support their cause. The first 
general meeting of the Association was held on 5 
September 1900, at which it was renamed “The 
Poor Mens Relief Association’. Within six months, 
the hospital and outpatient relief work increased 
so much that a more commodious house at 
Dashaswamedha Road had to be rented, which 
was later shifted to a bigger house in Ramapura in 
1901. Within eighteen months 330 men and 334 
women received treatment. 

Swami Vivekananda arrived at Varanasi in 
February 1902. Swamiji’s soul-stirring discourses 
on the ideal of life left an indelible impression on 
the minds of these sevakas, volunteers. He advised 
them to change the name to ‘Home of Service’ 
On one occasion addressing the sevakas, he said: 
“Who are you to render relief? You can only 
serve. The pride of rendering relief leads to ruin. 
... Service and not mercy should be your guiding 
principle—service to man, the image of God. 
The Swami was delighted with the work they 
were doing and was proud of them. He inspired 
them by saying: “You have the true spirit my boys 
... and you have always my love and blessings! Go 
on bravely. Also, at the request of the members 
of the Association, Swamiji drafted an appeal on 
behalf of the Home of Service, which accompa- 
nied the first report of the Home in 1902. 

The workers of the Home continued the relief 
work in earnest and devoted themselves wholly 
to the service of suffering humanity. Revered 
Swami Brahmanandaji visited Varanasi in the 
middle of 1903. With his approval and by a reso- 
lution of the managing committee of the Home 
of Service, the Association was affiliated with the 
Ramakrishna Mission and came to be known by 
its present name, ‘Ramakrishna Mission Home 
of Service} on 23 September 1903. 

Swami Brahmanandaji planned for some per- 
manent place for the Home. However, by provi- 
dence, a sum of Rs. 6,000/- was received from 
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two donors, with which a plot of land was pur- 
chased for the hospital. Swami Brahmanandaji 
laid the foundation stone of the building on 16 
April 1908. Swami Vijnananandaji designed the 
building, and the new building was inaugurated 
by Brahmanandaji on 16 May 1910. On Novem- 
ber 8, 1912, the Holy Mother paid a visit to the 
Home of Service. When she was taken around 
the hospital complex, she expressed her delight 
and exclaimed: “Thakur himself lives here and 
Goddess Lakshmi has chosen this place as her 
abode.’ The Holy Mother donated a ten-rupee 
currency note which is still preserved with great 
care as a sacred treasure. 


Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna 
Mission Sevashrama, Kankhal 


Ramakrishna Mission Sevashrama, Kankhal, 
is one of the accredited hospital centres of the 
Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission. 
It had a very humble beginning with much en- 
thusiastic passion and ardour. In 1890, Swami 
Vivekananda, during his pilgrimage along the 
banks of the Holy Ganga, saw the appalling con- 
dition of mendicants due to the want of medical 
care. Recounting the grim reality later in 1901, 
he commissioned his trusted disciple Swami 
Kalyanananda for accomplishing this task of med- 
ical care for sadhus. Once Swami Vivekananda 
told Swami Kalyanananda at the Belur Math, “My 
boy, can you do something for the ailing monks 
at Hardwar and Rishikesh? There is none to look 
after them when they fall ill. Go and serve them? 
The disciple showed ready acceptance. Thus com- 
missioned by his guru, Kalyanananda first went to 
Mayavati to consult Swami Swarupananda who 
accompanied him to Nainital to collect a little 
amount so that Kalyanananda would be able to 
begin his work. He began his work at Kankhal in 
June 1901. The place was then just a mere village 
by the side of Hardwar. Two rooms were taken on 
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rent at Rs. 3/- per month, which served as his dis- 
pensary, indoor ward, bedroom, office, and so on. 
The Swami himself would live on alms, but he dis- 
tributed medicines among all alike—who could 
come to him and who could not stir out of their 
huts. This is how Swami Kalyanananda struggled 
on. However, there came Swami Nishchayananda, 
another disciple of Swami Vivekananda, to help 
him towards the end of 1901. He became Kalyana- 
nanda’s trusted assistant. Ignoring physical hard- 
ships, the two monks opened a dispensary at 
Rishikesh, which was like a branch centre fifteen 
miles from Kankhal. They would traverse all the 
way to and fro every day to serve the needy. 

Not only Swami Nishchayananda, but other 
brother disciples also extended their whole- 
hearted support and sympathy to Swami 
Kalyanananda. Swami Vimalananda, another 
disciple of Swami Vivekananda, would often 
bring out appeals for the Kankhal Sevashrama 
in the monthly magazine Prabuddha Bharata. 
The first appeal was published in August 1901. 
Swami Vimalananda’s forceful natural style of 
writing drew the attention of the educated sec- 
tion of Indian society towards this small Sevash- 
rama. Also, the names Swamis Kalyanananda 
and Nishchayananda gradually became the topic 
of discussion among the sadhus of Uttarakhand. 

In April 1903, with the donation of a generous 
person of Kolkata, a plot of land measuring about 
5 acres, located almost at the centre of Kankhal, 
was purchased for Rs. 1500/-. Though the land 
was procured, there was no money to construct 
a building. So three thatched huts were built and 
the Sevashrama was transferred there. By this 
time, Swami Kalyanananda had also become well- 
known asa good physician. The two brother dis- 
ciples moved around the huts of the monks as 
well as the shanties of the outcastes. They also pro- 
vided menial services even to the extent of clean- 
ing the excreta of others. The conservative monks 
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could not understand their unique spirit of ser- 
vice. Rather, they would disparagingly call these 
monks scavenger monks, or bhangi sadhus. It was 
Swami Dhanraj Giri, the Abbot of the Kailash 
Math, who removed the misgivings persisting in 
the minds of the orthodox section of the monks. 
Once it happened that at one sadhu bhandara 
(a congregational feast of monks), hosted at 
one of the Maths, the ‘scavenger monks’ Swamis 
Kalyanananda and Nishchayananda were not 
invited. When Mandaleswar Dhanraj Giri, the 
chief guest, learnt this, he rebuked the orthodox 
monks and said that those two monks were truly 
practising the Vedantic ideal of “all is Brahman’. 
He got them invited with due honour and made 
them sit beside him. This was an eye-opener for 
all and gradually, conservative monks understood 
the true worth of these monastic brothers and 
their hearty endeavours. 

Until then, the Sevashrama activities were 
run in thatched huts. It was due to the benev- 
olence of Bhajanlal Lohia and Harsahaymal 
Sukhdevadas—who were in some way advised 
and inspired by Dhanraj Giri to show such cor- 
dial gesture—that a permanent habitation for 
the Sevashrama became possible. The construc- 
tion of two spacious buildings was completed 
in the latter part of 1904. Swami Vijnanananda 
planned and designed the buildings. On an aus- 
picious day in early 1905, the Sevashrama started 
functioning in its new building. In 1911 another 
ward of twenty beds was added and a tubercu- 
losis block was inaugurated in 1913. By the end of 
1922, the number of beds had risen to 66. 

Swamiji had advised Swami Kalyanananda 
that meditation and service should run parallel 
in the lives of the workers of Sevashrama. Swami 
Kalyanananda was aware of it while planning the 
building of the Kankhal Sevashrama complex. 
Keeping this end in view, the hospital, medita- 
tion room, library, and secluded monks’ quarters 
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were built. Thus, an ideal institution for practising 
Vedanta through the performance of selfless service 
took concrete shape. 

The year 1903 was a memorable one in the 
history of the Kankhal Sevashrama. It is because 
Swami Brahmanandaji Maharaj came there 
towards the end of that year and stayed for about 
a month. His holy presence infused inspiration 
in the minds of all the monks and workers of 
the Sevashrama. He wrote a wonderful preface 
for the annual report of the Sevashrama, which 
was published in 1917. He called the Sevashrama, 
‘... a great temple of the worship of the Virat, in 
the upraising of which, the helper, the worker, and 
the helped will all be blessed’. This preface greatly 
elevated the prestige of the Ashrama. 


Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna 
Mission Sevashrama, Vrindaban 


Shortly after the passing away of Swami 
Vivekananda in the year 1902, another medical 
centre came into being. It was the Sevashrama 
at Vrindaban. The main inspiration behind the 
foundation of the Sevashrama can be attributed 
to Swami Vivekananda. There was no facility to 
look after the poor, pious pilgrims, who came 
to pass their days in Vrindaban from all over 
the country. It was in January 1907 that some 
local gentlemen took their cue from the organ- 
ised activities of the Varanasi Home of Service 
and formed themselves into a body to establish a 
Sevashrama. They formed a managing committee 
in 1908, of which Jajneswar Chandra and his son 
were prominent figures. They started the work 
in cooperation with Brahmachari Harendra of 
Belur Math. The Sevashrama was initially located 
in the outer portion of Kalababu’s Kunja, a tem- 
ple premises owned by the ancestors of Balaram 
Bose. The management of the Sevashrama was 
passed to the Mission on January 12, 1908, and 


by the end of 1912, the number of hospital beds 


245 


256 Prabuddha Bharata 


(CHARITABLE HOSPITAL) 


Ramakrishna Mission Sevashrama, Vrindavan 


increased from four to fourteen. A plot of land 
measuring 8.32 acres was obtained in 1915 on 
which a temporary structure was constructed 
to shift the Sevashrama from Kalababu’s Kunja. 
Two separate wards for male and female patients 
were housed there in rooms with thatched roofs. 
In addition to the indoor departments for 
general diseases, the Sevashrama at Vrindaban 
started an eye hospital in 1943. It gradually 
earned a very good name and proved to be a 
boon to that region. The centre added an X-ray 
department in 1948. As the Sevashrama was situ- 
ated on the bank of the Yamuna, it occasionally 
suffered from floods and erosion. To counter the 
effects, Sevashrama acquired in 1951 a big plot of 
land measuring about 23 acres on Mathura Road. 
Thereafter, the construction of the present hos- 
pital complex was taken up. Due to financial dif- 
ficulty, it took more than a decade to construct 
the minimum infrastructure for the hospital. 


Conclusion 


The Sevashramas were founded following 
Swamiji’s ideal of bahujana hitaya, bahujana 
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sukhaya—for the good of many 
and for the happiness of many. 
= Truly, a synthesis of karma, jnana, 

bhakti, and yoga is the religion for 
| the present age. The foundation of 

the Sevashramas mentioned gave 
momentum to the Mission’s activ- 
ities and changed their course. The 
march of the Ramakrishna Order 
thus began with much hardship. 
But the march is now spontan- 
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eously moving on and on. Ow 
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— A Retrospective Glance at the Ramakrishna Mission's 
Educational Services 


Br. Pavitrachaitanya 


r | The goal of human life is not enjoyment, 
but knowledge—is the unequivocal mes- 
sage of all wise men that the world has seen. 

It is knowledge which differentiates humans 
from animals; it is knowledge which removes 
ignorance, the root cause of misery and suffer- 
ing. Ancient seers of this holy land of Bharata 
have classified knowledge into apara-vidya and 
para-vidya—non-transcendental and transcen- 
dental knowledge. Apara-vidya is knowledge 
of the objective universe, whereas para-vidya is 
knowledge of the Subject—the Knower, not as 
an agent of the process of knowing but as the 
eternal subject. 

Materialistic sciences which are nurtured 
and developed in the West, concern themselves 
with the objective reality—that which is per- 
ceived and experienced. Spiritual science which 
is fostered in the East deals with the subjective 
Reality, the perceiver, or the experiencer. 


Swami Vivekananda’s 
Concept of Education 


Swami Vivekananda had a vision of a new 
order of civilisation in which the best elements 
of both worlds are harmoniously blended. 
Through the lever of education, he wanted to 
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create a band of men and women who would 
combine in their lives the spirituality of the 
East and the material prosperity of the West.’ 
To achieve this, he envisioned starting various 
educational institutions to teach secular sub- 
jects like science and technology, vocational 
skills, arts, English, and the like, as well as spiri- 
tual texts like the Upanishads, Sanskrit, and 
Vedic literature. This scheme of education was 
aimed at metamorphosing a person into a com- 
plete human being through the overall develop- 
ment of the heart, head, and hand—the heart 
to feel, the brain to conceive, and the hands 
to work—all with the power of concentration. 
Swamijis scheme of education should be under- 
stood in the light of the vision of a new world 
order. The history of the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion’s educational endeavour should be com- 
prehended from this perspective. 

This is a humble presentation of the ten- 
acious efforts of the Mission to actualise Swa- 
miji’s educational concepts and ideals through a 
few model institutions. Currently, Ramakrishna 
Mission runs about 750 educational institutions 
belonging to various categories, serving a few 
lakhs of students—children, youth, men, and 
women. The details can be found in the Annual 
General Report of the Ramakrishna Math and 
Ramakrishna Mission. (Also posted in https:// 


belurmath.org/education-services/) 
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Types of Educational Institutions 
The following are the major types of institutions 
run by the Ramakrishna Mission: 

e Schools and Colleges impart general educa- 
tion from pre-primary to post-graduate, with 
facilities for research at the doctoral level. 

e A Vedic school, Sanskrit schools, and a col- 
lege offer Vedic and Sanskrit education from 
the secondary level to the post-graduate level. 

e Schools of languages impart knowledge 
of language skills in Indian and foreign 
languages. 

e Teachers’ Training Institutes train teachers 
from the basic level up to the post-graduate 
level, with research in education at the doc- 
toral level. 

e Junior Technical and Industrial schools and 
polytechnics offer technical and vocational 
education and training from the secondary 
level to the diploma level. 

e Agricultural institutes impart training in 
agriculture and horticulture at the diploma 
level. 

e Students’ Homes or Hostels. 

e Orphanages house destitute children and 
grown-up students. 

e Blind Boys’ Academy and Centre for the 
Visually Challenged offers general educa- 
tion as well as training in music, agriculture, 
and several other crafts to blind and visually 
handicapped boys. 

e Computer Training Centres impart com- 
puter education and training. 

e Social Welfare and Integrated Rural Devel- 
opment Institutes offer training courses for 
rural development work; conduct research 
and evaluation studies and integrated rural 
development projects. 

e Non-formal Education Centres impart 
literacy and adult education. 

e A deemed university. 
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Guru-grhavasa for Moulding the Character 
Swamiji had cherished a vision of educated men 
and women of impeccable character, with head, 
hand, and heart harmoniously developed, with a 
new ethos of self-abandonment rather than self- 
agerandisement, thereby resuscitating India to 
her past glory. To mould the character and tune 
their minds to purity, dedication, unselfishness, 
and devotion, students had to live with an exem- 
plary Guru. This was the main purpose of Guru- 
grha-vasa (living in Guru's dwelling) as seen in 
the Vedic times. 

The Ramakrishna Mission Students’ Home 
at Chennai was an early attempt in this direc- 
tion to actualise several of Swamiji’s educational 
concepts; it is a success story from then till now. 
The monks exert a conscious influence on the 
boys residing with them. As a valuable means of 
acquiring knowledge, the antevasins (residen- 
tial students) are taught concentration of mind 
through silent prayer, contemplation, and chant- 
ing of Vedic hymns. The boys are also trained 
to do almost all the work of the Home—from 
sanitation and campus cleaning to worship. The 
technical institute of the Home trains the boys at 
the diploma level. By teaching the Upanishads, 
the Bhagavadgita, and Swamiji’s Works, spiritu- 
ality is inculcated in the boys. Students partici- 
pate in the Mission’s philanthropic activities like 
relief work and free coaching of poor boys. 

Institutions like Ramakrishna Mission Vidya- 
laya, Coimbatore; Vidyarthi Mandiram of Rama- 
krishna Math, Bengaluru; Ramakrishna Mission 
Calcutta Students’ Home, Belgharia; Sri Rama- 
krishna Vidyashala, Mysuru, follow this concept. 


Women Empowerment through Education 


Swami Vivekananda said: ‘There is no chance 
for the welfare of the world unless the condi- 
tion of women is improved. It is not possible 
for a bird to fly on only one wing. ... Educate 
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your women first... then they 
will tell you what reforms are 
necessary for them.” 

Sister Nivedita—trained 
by Swamiji himself with 
great care—was a pioneer 
in educating Indian women. 
The Nivedita’s Girls’ School, 
which was sanctified by the 
Holy Mother, not only admit- 
ted young girls but also the 
women of the locality, who 
came to learn reading, writ- 
ing, needlework, and the like. 

Sudhira Bose opened the Matri Mandir, a 
boarding school for the dedicated women work- 
ers of Nivedita’s school. This was the first insti- 
tution started and managed entirely by women 
from its very inception. It was a remarkable 
achievement in those days of conservatism and 
orthodoxy. Swamiji’s vision of women’s em- 
powerment found concrete expression in this in- 
stitution. It was handed over to the Ramakrishna 
Sarada Mission in 1963. 

Ramakrishna Mission Sarada Vidyalaya, the 
pride of Chennai in the sphere of education for 
girls, was started as a school for child widows 
by Sister Subbalakshmi and her aunt Valambal 
Ammal—both child widows. These girls received 
primary school teacher’s training and stood on 
their own feet. Sarada Vidyalaya today comprises 
a cluster of schools providing a high standard of 
education in modern subjects, along with moral 
and religious education as per Swamiji’s vision. 


Sanskrit Education 


Swamiji’s intention of educating the masses was 
to bring the great spiritual ideas stored in our an- 
cient books written in Sanskrit within the reach 
of laymen. To achieve this purpose, he empha- 
sised the spread of Sanskrit Education. 
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Sri Ramakrishna Vidyashala, Mysuru 


Sri Ramakrishna Samskrta Pathasala of 
Palai, Kerala, provides free Sanskrit coaching 
classes to school-going children and the public 
irrespective of caste, creed, and religion. Palai 
Ashrama also runs Sri Ramakrishna Adarsha 
Sanskrit College which offers courses up to the 
post-graduation level. 

Swamiji wanted to propagate the spiritual 
wealth of the Vedas to all people without any dis- 
tinctions to eradicate superstition and ill-feeling 
from people’s minds and to promote brother- 
hood on spiritual basis. His prophetic vision is 
being fulfilled by Vivekananda Veda Vidyalaya at 
Belur Math, which is recognised by the National 
Institute of Open Schooling (NIOS) asa Special 
Accredited Institution. 

This Vidyalaya imparts Vedic and Sanskrit 
education and a course of studies framed by the 
NIOS for the Senior Secondary level. The study 
of Vedic and Sanskrit literature creates awareness 
about India’s unique contribution to the world 
at an impressionable age. The students have 
access to computer education too. The students 
are generally drawn from economically back- 
ward families in rural areas. All their expenses 


are borne by the Vidyalaya. 
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Mission’s Educational Work 

among Tribal Community 

Swami Prabhananda (Ketaki Maharaj) took a 
bold initiative to spread literacy among the tribals 
in the remote Khasi and Jaintia Hills of Megha- 
laya. Most of the hilly areas were sealed off from 
the plains. Ketaki Maharaj’s remarkable effort 
to bring education along national lines to their 
doorsteps succeeded in instilling the faith of Kha- 
sis in themselves and in bringing them in touch 
with the glorious cultural and spiritual heritage 
of India, as visualised by Swamiji. A small be- 
ginning was made at Shella, near Shillong, with 
a primary school. About 67 other schools were 
started with Shella school as its nucleus, which 
celebrated its platinum jubilee in 2007. 

The Ramakrishna Mission first took up edu- 
cational and medical services in the remote in- 
accessible Siang District of Arunachal Pradesh 
in the 1960s when the literacy rate there was 
almost nil. The Mission schools at Aalo, Narot- 
tam Nagar, and Lumdung in Arunachal Pradesh 
have gone fairly a long way in raising the educa- 
tional standards of these tribal people. 

The tribals of Abujhmarh in the Bastar dis- 
trict of Chattisgarh were not exposed to outside 
civil life for a long time. Swami Atmananda, a 
monk ‘fired with the zeal of holiness and forti- 
fied with eternal faith in the Lord, and nerved 
to lion’s courage by ... sympathy for the poor, 
the fallen and the downtrodden; penetrated this 
Maoist-infested area. Thus, the present Rama- 
krishna Mission, Narainpur—a huge educa- 
tional, cultural, and medical complex for tribal 
welfare—was created to uplift the tribals in terms 
of education, agriculture, and employment. 


Pioneering Work among the Harijans 


Sri Krishna Menon (future Swami Tyagisha- 
nanda) was motivated to alleviate the suffering 
of impoverished Harijans of Puranattukara near 
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Thrissur, Kerala. He founded a school with a 
Gurukula Vidyamandiram for boys and Matru 
Mandiram for girls in 1927. Harijan girls and 
boys along with orthodox Kerala Brahmins 
joined the Gurukulam. It is being continued 
by the Ramakrishna Math, Thrissur, under the 
name ‘Sri Ramakrishna Gurukula Vidya Man- 
diram Higher Secondary School which conducts 
classes for children from std. 1 to 12. 

The work of the Ramakrishna Mission among 
the Harijans living in the slums of Rambagan in 
North Calcutta is a revolution in the field of inte- 
grated slum development and is an internation- 
ally recognised model for such projects. This 
work is now being carried on under the banner of 
the Vivekananda Social Welfare Centre, which 
is a part of the Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama, 
Narendrapur, West Bengal. 


Higher Education, Culture, and 
Human Resource Development 


Ramakrishna Mission Vivekananda Educational 
and Research Institute (RKMVERI), a deemed 
university is another major landmark of the 
Ramakrishna Mission. It provides opportunities 
for education and research in the disciplines of 
arts, sciences, and spiritual subjects. The supple- 
mentary and interdependent character of these 
three disciplines receives special emphasis. 

It is a cluster of institutions belonging to 
various branches of the Ramakrishna Mission 
with its headquarters at Belur. In this sense, this 
is a university with a difference. It operates in 
four major thrust areas. These areas are unpre- 
cedented and are not commonly emphasised by 
other universities in India. They are: 

e Disability management and special education. 

e Integrated rural development including tribal 
development. 

e Indian cultural and spiritual heritage and 
value education. 
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e Disaster management includ- 
ing relief and rehabilitation. 
Some of the branch centres 

are its Specialised Faculty | { 
Centres. 

e Narendrapur’s Lokashiksha 
Parishad and the Samaj Sevak 
Sikshana Mandira of Sarada- 
pitha focus on integrated 
rural development, includ- 
ing tribal development; 

¢ Coimbatore campus focuses 
on Disability Management 
and Special Education. 
Ramakrishna Mission Institute of Culture 

(RMIC), Golpark, started in 1938 has now 
grown into an important centre for learning and 
research, recognised by the University of Cal- 
cutta and the Indian Council for Social Science 
Research. It was created to actualise Swamiji’s 
vision of combining the best elements of Eastern 
and Western cultures by making scholars of both 
worlds come together in a friendly exchange of 
views. It also seeks to educate the younger gene- 
ration on the glorious spiritual and cultural heri- 
tage of India. It has a fully computerised library 
which is one of the richest and the most modern 
in India. It also has a school of languages, where 
14 languages, both Indian and foreign, are taught. 
The international scholars’ guest house accom- 
modates scholars from several countries who 
come to India to study Indian culture and spiri- 
tuality. There is a research wing on Indological 
Studies attached to the Institute. Seminars, sym- 
posia, and lectures held as a daily affair, on various 
topics relating to culture, religion, and spirituality 
form the main fabric of the Institute’s life. 
Vivekananda Institute for Human Excel- 
lence, Hyderabad, was founded to counter 
the continuing erosion of moral and spiritual 
values in society and to impart life-building, 
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Ramakrishna Mission Institute of Culture, Golpark, Kolkata 


man-making, and nation-building education 
as per Swamiji’s scheme. The institute conducts 
various programmes to cater to the needs of a 
representative cross-section of society like the 
youth, students, government employees, teach- 
ers, corporate employees and executives, and 
professionals like engineers, doctors, and others. 
Some of the major programmes are: Values 
orientation programmes, courses on confidence 
building, communication skills, the art of self- 
improvement and meditation; courses to de- 
velop leadership qualities; parents’ motivation 
courses, training in classical, instrumental, and 
devotional music and the like. 

Huge educational complexes that have 
bloomed at Narendrapur, Coimbatore, Rahara, 
and Saradapitha (Belur) deserve a brief men- 
tion here. Apart from regular schools, Naren- 
drapur also hosts the Lokasiksha Parishad—an 
Institute for Social Welfare and Integrated Rural 
Development, the Vivekananda Social Welfare 
Centre, the residential Blind Boys’ Academy, 
and a department of technical and vocational 
education. The unique institutes of Coimbatore 
Mission are a teachers’ training institute offer- 
ing courses from B.Ed. to PhD in education, and 
having a resource and development centre for 
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the visually handicapped, a college of physical 
education and an industrial section imparting 
practical training to engineering students. 

The Ramakrishna Mission Saradapitha educa- 
tional complex has 8 institutes offering a variety 
of courses. They focus on technical, vocational, 
rural development training, and non-formal 
education. Ramakrishna Mission Boys’ Home, 
Rahara caters essentially to orphans and des- 
titute boys. It has an orphanage where general 
education and training in crafts are provided. 
It also runs a rural librarianship training centre. 


Educational Services Abroad 


The saga of the metamorphosis of the poor cob- 
blers of Gosainnagar in the Sylhet district of 
Bangladesh by the pioneering service rendered 
to them by the Ramakrishna Mission is a legend 
today. Ramakrishna Seva Samity in Habiganj 
served these cobblers and blossomed under the 
leadership of Yogesh Chandra Datta (Swami 
Ashokananda) and Swami Gopeshwarananda. 
It later became a Ramakrishna Mission centre. 
Educational services rendered in Sri Lanka 
came to be organised under the Mission in 1924 
with Colombo as the headquarters. Educational 
services were started along with two schools in 
Trincomalee, two in Jaffna, and five in Batticaloa. 


A Retrospective Introspection 


The Bhagavadgita talks about yajva, dana, and 
tapas as the three essential requisites for person- 
ality development to be mandatorily cultivated 
by every human being. Swamiji said renunciation 
(tyaga) and service (seva) are the twin national 
ideals which are similar to the ideals of yaj#a and 
dana instructed in the Gita. Swamiji categorised 
dana into four kinds as a service to the four di- 
mensions of personality: anna-dana (physical), 
prana-dana (vital), vidya-dana (mental and inte- 
llectual), and j#ana-dana (spiritual). 
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Here, we have discussed the Ramakrishna 
Mission’s vidya-dana-yajna which seeks to ful- 
fil Swamiji’s cherished desire—the combination 
of the intellectual power, practical wisdom, and 
moral and spiritual disciplines of the Sanatana 
Dharma, with the advanced science and tech- 
nology acquired through Western education. 

The unification of para and apara-vidya is 
an integral approach to the educational services 
rendered by Ramakrishna Mission. These Insti- 
tutions are not just brick and mortar, or sophis- 
ticated infrastructure. They are sustained by 
purity, unselfishness, and moral as well as spir- 
itual power. The animating spirit and the strug- 
gles of the pioneer monks form the sustaining 
force behind these institutions in which a large 
contingent of monks is actively engaged in im- 
parting both spiritual and secular education. This 
characteristic feature is the very backbone of the 
Ramakrishna Mission’s educational institutions. 

There is a public appreciation and a great 
demand for expansion. At this juncture, it is time 
for the Mission to reflect on: 

e How far the Mission has been able to 

actualise the educational vision of Swamiji? 

e Has it adapted to the changing times, while 

remaining uncompromising to the great 
ideals set by Swamiji? 

May these remarkable educational endeavours 
of the Ramakrishna Mission culminate in the 
spiritual liberation of human beings as per the 
Upanishadic dictums ‘Sa vidya ya vimuktaye; that 
is knowledge, which leads one to liberation’® and 
‘Vidyaya amrtam asnute; through knowledge, im- 
mortality is attained’*—is our humble prayer. & 
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Somenath Mukherjee 


ccording to the central web portal of 
A Ramakrishna Math and Mission: 
‘Ramakrishna Order means, for all 
practical purposes, two registered organisations— 
“Ramakrishna Math” and “Ramakrishna Mission’, 
with their common Headquarters at Belur Math 
and more than 200 branches worldwide.’ Today, 
when we look back on the origin of the Rama- 
krishna Order—our mind goes to the day Swamiji 
called every one, both his monastic brothers and 
disciples, as well as the lay disciples, at the house 
of Balaram Bose at Baghbazar on 1 May 1897. It 
was a Saturday, and the meeting began at 3 pm., 
when, eventually, “...by a unanimous decision, a 
new organisation was inaugurated.” Soon after, 
in a succeeding meeting on May s, all agreed that, 
“The Association (Sangha) shall be known as the 
Ramakrishna Mission’ (ibid.); and, more so, “The 
aim of the Sangha is to preach those truths which 
Sri Ramakrishna has, for the good of humanity, 
preached and demonstrated by practical appli- 
cation in his own life, and to help others to put 
these truths into practice in their lives for their 
temporal, mental, and spiritual advancement’ 
(ibid.). But history always travels through past 
events before reaching the culmination point. The 
birth of the Ramakrishna Mission was no excep- 
tion to this; so we have to first retrospect into the 
major events which finally drew everyone on that 


day at Baghbazar. 


Somenath Mukherjee is a researcher on Swami Viveka- 
nanda attached to the Swami Vivekananda Archives, 
Ramakrishna Mission Institute of Culture, Kolkata. 
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Ramakrishna’s Yearning for Devotees 
During his second sea voyage to the West, Swami 
Vivekananda says to Sister Nivedita: “He (Sri 
Ramakrishna) is the method, that wonderful un- 
conscious method! He did not understand him- 
self. ... But he lived that great life: and I read the 
meaning.” Nonetheless, like all the saviours of 
humankind—Sri Ramakrishna was destined to 
bring perpetual good to humankind—which he 
did with inimitable simplicity. But before that, 
he suffered much for a time when waiting with 
his message. According to Swami Saradananda: 
‘As he was inspired by God ... He became very 
anxious to meet his devotees ... and to impart his 
own power of spirituality to them.” Sri Rama- 
krishna himself said the rest: 


Lused to think that, when they would all come, I 
would have pleasant conversations on God with 
them. ... When the day ended and evening came, 
Icould no longer control that surge of anxiety by 
any amount of patience; the thought arose that 
another day had passed away and none of them 
had come. When the temples rang with sounds 
of conchs, bells, etc., I got up to the roof of the 
‘mansion’ of the proprietors [of the Dakshineswar 
Temple]. Being restless on account of the anguish 
of my heart, I called out at the top of my voice and 
with tears in my eyes, “Where are you, my chil- 
dren? Do come, one and all. [cannot do any more 
without seeing you, and I filled the quarters with 
loud cries. ... A few days after this, the devotees 
began to come one by one (ibid., 426). 


Narendranath Dutta, the latter-day Swami 
Vivekananda, afterwards told about how he first 
met his Guru at Dakshineswar: 
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... I finished singing. Immediately afterwards 
the Master suddenly stood up and taking me by 
the hand, led me to the northern verandah. ... 
As soon as he entered the verandah the Master 
closed the door of the room. ... He suddenly 
caught hold of my hand and shed profuse tears 
of joy. Addressing me affectionately like one 
already familiar, he said: ‘Is it proper that you 
should come so late? Should you not have once 
thought how I was waiting for you?’ ... And so 
he went on raving and weeping (ibid., 1018). 


The story of another day, about three years later, 
in Dakshineswar, is told by Swami Saradananda: 


The Master [was] sitting in his room surrounded 
by devotees. Narendranath was also present there. 
There arose the topic of the Vaishnava religion in 
the course of the conversation and, explaining 
briefly the essence of that doctrine to all, the Mas- 
ter said, “That doctrine teaches that one should 
always be careful to observe three things, namely, 
a taste for God’s name, kindness to all beings and 
the worship of Vaishnavas. ... One should have 
the conviction in one’s heart that the whole uni- 
verse belongs to Krishna; therefore, compassion 
for all beings is what one should practise’? No 
sooner had he uttered the words, ‘compassion 
for all beings’ than he suddenly went into ecs- 
tasy. Regaining partial normal consciousness in 
a short time, he continued, “Talk of compassion 
for beings! Will you, all little animals, bestow 
compassion on beings? You wretch, who are you 
to bestow it? No, no; ot compassion to Jivas but 
service to them as Siva’ (ibid., 1163). 


Among those present on that day, according 
to Swami Saradananda, it was Narendranath 
alone who realised the enormity of this utter- 
ance. He tells the story of the immediate impact 
that made upon him: 


Ah, what a wonderful light have I got today from 
the Master’s words! In synthesising the Vedantic 
knowledge, which was generally regarded as dry, 
austere and even cruel, with sweet devotion to 
the Lord ... From what the Master in ecstasy said 
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today, it is gathered that the Vedanta of the forest 
can be brought to human habitation and that it can 
be applied in practice to the work-a-day world. ... 
If the divine Lord ever grants me an opportunity, 
Pl proclaim everywhere in the world, this won- 
derful truth I have heard today (ibid. 1163, 116s). 


Sri Ramakrishna and Narendranath 


But Narendranath had wished for more from 
Sri Ramakrishna when the latter was in Cossi- 
pore. On the day of Kalpataru, Sri Ramakrishna 
fulfilled the wishes of all who flocked around 
him in the garden of the house at Cossipore. 
But Narendranath was not there. So a little later, 
he visited his Guru and said: ‘All the others had 
their realisation [on the Kalpataru day]; please 
give me something.” When asked about his 
wish, Narendranath bared his heart: ‘It is my 
desire to remain absorbed in Samadhi continu- 
ally for three or four days, only once in a while 
coming down to the sense plane to eat a little 
food’ (ibid.). Sri Ramakrishna had other plans 
for his beloved disciple—so he dissuaded thus: 
“You are a small-minded person. There is a state 
higher even than that. “All that exists art Thou”: 
it is you who sing[s] that song. Settle your family 
affairs and then come to me. You will attain a 
state higher than Samadhi’ (ibid.). 

In the known history of spirituality, there had 
been a few instances when a Guru who redirected 
the path of his dearest disciple to somewhere besi- 
des the accepted goal. Thus, he not only re-scrip- 
ted the spiritual path of his disciples by linking 
that with societal welfare but also gave the world a 
religion which shall have timeless relevance to mod- 
ernity. But the task was not over. While quietly 
preparing himself to leave this earth, Sri Rama- 
krishna did some more things which are no less 
crucial to the inception of the latter-day spiritual 
Order. The story is here in a letter where J J Good- 
win, Swamiji’s stenographer, wrote to Mrs Ole 
Bull on 28 May 1897: ‘When the Paramahamsa 
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was passing away he called in all his disciples but 
Swamiji [Naren] and gave them an express com- 
mand that they were always to pay every atten- 
tion to Swamiji, and never to leave anything 
undone that could add to his health or comfort. 
Then sending them out and calling in Swamiji 
[Naren] he committed all his other disciples into 
his charge’ (ibid., 1.182). We may guess, that Good- 
win had heard this either from any of the brother- 
disciples of Swamiji, or directly from him. 

We know, referring to his other disciples, one 
day, Sri Ramakrishna said this to Narendranath: 
‘T leave them in your care. See that they practice 
spiritual exercises even after my passing away, and 
that they do not return home’ (ibid., 1163). Later 
on, when unable to speak anymore due to his 
incurable throat, he called aside Narendranath, 
and according to Swamiji’s biography, “... wrote 
ona piece of paper: “Narendra will teach others.” 
Narendra hesitated and said, “I won't do that.” 
But the Master replied, “You shall have to do 
it” (ibid., 182). Finally, three or four days before 
leaving his mortal frame, Sri Ramakrishna again 
called aside his beloved disciple and, after a 
while, declared: ‘O Naren, today I have given 
you my all and have become a Fakir, a penniless 
beggar. By the force of the power transmitted by 
me, great things will be done by you; only after 
that will you go where you came from’ (ibid). 
The momentous implication of this incident is 
explained in Swamiji’s biography: “When that 
which was Ramakrishna had completed its task 
in its human manifestation, it gave itself wholly 


to Naren, for the good of the world’ (ibid., 183). 


The Passion of Vivekananda 


Swamiji, then Narendranath, first lamented the 
yet-to-come-up organisation in a letter to Pram- 
adadas Mitra of Benaras on 26 May 1890: 


His command was that his all-renouncing devo- 
tees should group themselves together, and Iam 
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entrusted with seeing to this. ... So in pursuance 
of this, his commandment, his group of Sannya- 
sins are now assembled in a dilapidated house at 
Baranagore. ... The remains of his ashes are now 
preserved. ... These sacred remains, his seat, and 
his picture are every day worshipped in our Math 
in proper form. ... What greater regret can there 
be than this that no memorial could yet be raised 
in this land of Bengal in the very neighbourhood 
of the place where he lived his life of Sadhana. 
... Now there is no knowing as to where his dis- 
ciples will stand with his sacred remains and his 
seat. ... I, their servant, am in an agony of suf- 
ferings, and my heart is breaking to think that a 
small piece of land could not be had in which to 
install the remains of Bhagavan Ramakrishna.° 


A little after he wrote this letter, Swamiji 
would leave for his wanderings around India. 
The wandering experiences increased his love 
and compassion for his uncountable poor coun- 
trymen; their silent and unnoticed cries never 
ceased to agitate his heart and gave a new dimen- 
sion to his patriotism. The force of this experi- 
ence found expression in two letters he wrote 
from America. In the first one, written from 
Massachusetts more than three weeks before the 
religious parliament began, he wrote to Alasinga 
Perumal on 20 august 1893: 


Feel for the miserable and look up for help— 
it shall come. ...With a bleeding heart I have 
crossed half the world to this strange land, 
seeking for help. ... Go now this minute to 
the temple of Parthasarathi ... down on your 
faces before Him, and make a great sacrifice, 
the sacrifice of a whole life for them. ... Devote 
your whole lives to the cause of the redemption 
of these three hundred millions, going down 
and down every day. It is not the work of a day, 
and the path is full of the most deadly thorns. 
... Set fire to the mountain of misery that has 
been heaped upon India for ages—and it shall 
be burned down. Come then, look it in the face, 
brethren, it is a grand task (ibid., 5.16-17). 
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More than seven months later, the next letter 
was addressed to Swami Ramakrishnananda on 
19 March 1894: 

At Cape Comorin sitting in Mother Kumari’s 

temple, sitting on the last bit of Indian rock— 

I hit upon a plan: We are so many Sannyasins 

wandering about, and teaching the people meta- 

physics—it is all madness. Did not our Guru- 
deva use to say, ‘An empty stomach is no good 
for religion?’ That those poor people are leading 
the life of brutes is simply due to ignorance. We 
have for all ages been sucking their blood and 
trampling them underfoot. ... Suppose some 
disinterested Sannyasins, bent on doing good to 
others, go from village to village, disseminating 
education and seeking in various ways to better 
the condition of all down to the Chandala, 
through oral teaching, and by means of maps, 
cameras, globes, and such other accessories— 
can't that bring forth good in time? All these 
plans I cannot write out in this short letter. The 
long and the short of it is—if the mountain does 
not come to Mohammed, Mohammed must go 
to the mountain (ibid., 6.25 4-55). 


Repeating almost the same plans as he did to 
Swami Ramakrishnananda, Swamiji wrote again 
to Alasinga Perumal on 28 May 1894: 


Try to get up a fund, buy some magic lanterns, 
maps, globes, etc., and some chemicals. Get 
every evening a crowd of the poor and low, even 
the Pariahs, and lecture to them about religion 
first, and then teach them through the magic 
lantern and other things, astronomy, geography, 
etc., in the dialect of the people. Train up a 
band of fiery young men. Put your fire in them 
and gradually increase the organisation, letting 
it widen and widen its circle. ... actual work, my 
boys even if infinitesimal, is better than eternal 
scribbling and talking. ... Geta little money and 
buy those things I have just now stated, hire a 
hut, and go to work. ... Do not be afraid of a 
small beginning, great things come afterwards. 
Be courageous (ibid., 5.35-36). 


Maybe Swamiji first thought of a Math in 
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Madras, the hint is in what he assured the Madras 
people when he just had returned from the West 
in early 1897: ‘I shall send you one who is more 
orthodox than your most orthodox men of the 
South and who is at the same time unique and un- 
surpassed in his worship and meditation of God.” 
Accordingly, Swami Ramakrishnananda arrived 
in Madras in March 1897 with a photograph of 
Sri Ramakrishna and began the first ‘Ramakrishna 
Home at the rented® Flora Cottage [now no more] 
in Ice House Road (later renamed Dr Besant Road) 
in Madras before moving to the Castle Kernan in 
June 1897. What Ramakrishnananda had done dur- 
ing the next fourteen years till his health allowed 
him no more, is too great a saga’ to tell here. 


The Sangha and Shakti 


After the resolution was passed in the second 
meeting of 5 May 1897, Swami Vivekananda 
became the General President of the Asso- 
ciation, while Swamis Brahmananda and Yoga- 
nanda were the President and Vice-President of 
the Calcutta centre respectively. Besides them, 
there were one secretary and under-secretaries, 
etc., selected from the lay disciples. To convince 
one of his brother-disciples about his plans, 
Swamiji said this on that day: 
I was not born to create a new sect in this world, 
too full of sects already. Blessed are we that we 
have found refuge at the feet of our Master. It is 
our duty to give the ideas entrusted to us freely to 
the whole world. ... He himselfis at my back and 
is making me do all these things in these ways." 


Swami Vivekananda’s letters to his brother 
disciples from the West during the first quarter 
of 1894 till late 1896 have three ruling themes: 
1. First, to keep them and the lay followers of Sri 
Ramakrishna close together; 2. Second, to inspire 
all with the life and ideas of Sri Ramakrishna as 
the sole motivator for all future work. 3. And 
third, to instill in everyone the unique aspiration 
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for salvation through work, with utmost concern 
for the world and all beings, instead of the desire 
for personal deliverance through mere individual 
spiritual austerities. But in none of those letters 
did he expose the incredible adversities he faced 
in the West to sustain him and spread his message. 

In 1894, Swamiji wrote to Swami Shivananda: 
‘My supreme good fortune is that Iam his servant 
through life after life. A single word of his is to me 
far weightier than the Vedas and the Vedanta.” 
And a little later, his rousing words became the 


founding stone of the Ramakrishna Order: 


You have not yet understood the wonder- 
ful significance of Mother’s life—none of you. 
But gradually you will know. Without Shakti 
(Power) there is no regeneration for the world. 
Why is it that our country is the weakest and the 
most backward of all countries? —because Shakti 
is held in dishonour there. Mother has been born 
to revive that wonderful Shakti in India ...Dear 
brother, you understand little now, but by de- 
grees you will come to know it all’ (ibid., 484). 


To stress his supreme devotion to Sri Sarada 
Devi, Swamiji even declared that he cared less for 
Sri Ramakrishna, as without the Mother there 
would be nothing but disaster.’* Those who know 
the role Sri Sarada Devi played in the inception, 
nurturing, and growth of the Ramakrishna Order 
with her spiritual and practical wisdom will 
understand the worth of these words. 

But as it was not easy to convince all about his 
unique plans, doubts lingered despite unstinted 
love and loyalty of all for Swami Vivekananda. 
For in those days, what Swamiji decided to bring 
about was beyond the grasp of all who believed 
in the age-old tradition of individual spiritual 
growth. But two things reversed the dilemmas. 
First, the leading force that ever since has been 
steering the Ramakrishna-Vivekananda move- 
ment—the enduring love among all; second, 


the wholehearted support of Sri Sarada Devi for 
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what Vivekananda proposed. Reasons of health 
took Swamiji to Darjeeling soon after he returned 
from the West in 1897. This did not permit him 
to meet the Holy Mother till March 1897 while 
she was in Baghbazar, Kolkata. An eyewitness 
account of the meet is of much significance: 

Swamiji, speaking with great emotion, said: 

‘Mother, I want to spread his (meaning Sri 

Ramakrishna’) message and establish a worthy 

and enduring organisation for the purpose as 

early as possible. But I feel distressed that I 

cannot do things as speedily as I wish’ Now 

Mother herself spoke in a soft voice, with mater- 

nal affection ...: ‘Don’t worry about that. What 

you have done and what you will do will endure 
time. You are born for this work. ... Rest assured 
that Thakur will very soon fulfill your desire. 

You will before long find that your ideas are 

taking practical shape.” 

After this day, Swamiji went back to Darjeel- 
ing again. He came back to Calcutta on 28 April 
1897.'* According to the same narrative: 

The weekly meetings of the Ramakrishna Mis- 

sion were usually held on Sunday evenings at 

Balaram Mandir [House of Balaram Bose], 

Baghbazar. At several of these meetings, the 

Holy Mother was present, accompanied by 

some of her women companions and devotees. 

Swamiji would often preside over these meet- 

ings and would sing many songs, specially when 

the Holy Mother would be present (ibid., 412). 


The Mission Unfolds 


The abrupt beginning of a selfless service work, 
unknowingly, played a great role in the nascent 
stage of the Ramakrishna Mission Association. 
For when the Ramakrishna Order was about 
to take shape, Swami Akhandananda had been 
moving around in the villages of Murshidabad 
and was baffled by the plight of the famine- 
stricken people everywhere. When back from 
Darjeeling, Swamiji came to know about how 
his brother-disciple was in distress to mitigate 
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the dire sufferings of the villagers. The rest is here 
in Akhandanadaji’s words: 

...Swamiji was back at the Math [Alambazar] 

from Darjeeling. When he enquired about me, 

Swami Premananda handed over to him my three 

letters from Mahula, containing details about 

the havoc caused by the famine. The misery of 
the poor people, described in the three letters, 
so overwhelmed Swamiji with sorrow that he 
immediately wrote to me a letter full of encour- 
agement and optimism. Not only that, he forth- 
with sent me two assistants and some money 

[Rs.150/-] out of his own savings to be the first 

contribution to my famine Relief Fund.” 

The work soon drew instant support and 
help from both the Maths of Calcutta and Ma- 
dras.’® Three months after the relief work began 
at Mahula, Swami Virajananda was sent to work 
among the famine-stricken people of Deoghar 
in Bihar, followed by Swami Prakashananda dis- 
tributing rice to the famished people at Dakshin- 
eswar, and Swami Trigunatitananda organising a 
relief centre at Birole in Dinajpur.’” 

Close on the heels of these relief works came 
plague in Calcutta—in a less serious way in 1898, 
followed by virulently in 1899. The self-denying 
service rendered by the Ramakrishna Mission 
in combating the menace did two things—it 
brought enduring social acceptance and respect 
to the organisation and, secondly, began to draw 
eminent people of the society to the cause of the 
organisation; these traditions grew with time 
and became permanent attributes of the Order. 
A portion of the writing entitled ‘Our Calcutta 
Letter’ from the Prabuddha Bharata of January 
1899 has its relevance here: 


The building of the new Math approaches com- 
pletion, and the consecration is to take place 
during this month of December. The future Com- 
munity-House is a simple and well-proportioned 
building, standing on its own land, on the right 
bank of the Ganges. The work of construction has 
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been performed under the superintendence of a 
brother,"® who gave up engineering for Sannyas, 
and it has been thoroughly well performed. The 
broad expanse of the Ganges, the green trees on 
her banks, and the domes and gardens of Dak- 
shineshwar in the distance, form the view from 
the front of the house. Behind, under the shade of 
friendly trees, stands the Worship-Room, looking 


towards the setting sun.” 
Epilogue 


Before they finally came to their permanent 
centre at Belur Math on 2 January 1899, the dis- 
ciples and followers of Sri Ramakrishna had 
three consecutive addresses. The first was the 
Baranagar Math, where the days of spiritual aus- 
terities first began in the latter part of September 
1886. The Alambazar Math had its beginning in 
November 1891, which later shifted to Nilam- 
bar Mukherjee’s garden-house, quite close to the 
present Math, on 13 February 1898. Incidentally, 
Swamiji left on his wanderings around India 
from the Baranagar Math in July 1890; after his 
first visit abroad, he returned to the Alambazar 
Math on 20 February 1897. Later on, by a Deed 
of Trust in 1901, he handed over the manage- 
ment of the central Math to the Board of Trus- 
tees—initially comprising seven direct disciples 
of Sri Ramakrishna. And while doing so, he 
relinquished all his earlier authority in the or- 
ganisation. Ramakrishna Mission as a separate 
association got registered in 1909. 

Since she had come to India in January 1898, 
Sister Nivedita witnessed most of the events 
which gradually shaped the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion Association. Without her resolute view, this 
narrative would remain incomplete. Referring 
to Swamiji and his brother disciples, she writes: 

It was not for them to question, not for them to 

explain, not even for them to ask for final justi- 


fication and excuse. Whatever he did, wherever 
he might lead, it was their place to be found 
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unflinching at his side. ... Meaningless as would 
have been the Order of Ramakrishna without 
Vivekananda, even so futile would have been 
the life and labours of Vivekananda, with- 
out, behind him, his brothers of the Order of 


; 20 
Ramakrishna. 


While celebrating the grand journey of the 


spiritual Order, we must rethink what a notable 


monk of the Sangha felt long back is gaining 


greater relevance today: ‘In this Movement there 


are ideological solutions of some global problems of 
man which have baffled thinkers and revolution- 


aries down the ages. 
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Ramakrishna Mission Students’ Home, 
Chennai—An Inspiration 


The Home as We Know 

‘Annadanam is spoken of as a mahadanam and 
is considered very sacred in our Country. And 
vidyadanam is greater. But the greatest is the con- 
ferring of spiritual knowledge (j#anadanam). 
The harmonising of all three should be the aim 
of this Institution. May Sri Ramakrishna bless 
the undertaking with success.’ 


HOSE WERE THE WORDS OF wisdom 
from a person, no less than Swami Rama- 
krishnananda (Shashi Maharaj), one of the 

direct disciples of Sri Ramakrishna, an embodi- 
ment of knowledge, devotion, and virtue, with a 
heart full of compassion for the poor. With the 
sun just down on the western horizon, Shashi 
Maharaj rose to utter these words after a short 


This is the official write-up of the centre kindly sent 
to us by the Secretary, Ramakrishna Mission Stu- 
dents’ Home, Chennai. 
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puja to Sri Guru Maharaj (Sri Ramakrishna), 
followed by meditation for a while, on 17 Feb- 
ruary 1905. The Students’ Home, Chennai was 
born at that holy hour. 

While Swami Ramakrishnananda himself was 
short of means and was struggling, he took on 
himself the responsibility of a boy in B.A. degree 
class under his care because the boy had lost his 
parents to the plague and had none to support. 

Ramaswamy lyengar, fondly called Ramu, 
was a noble young man working as a clerk in a 
Government Office. He used to call on Swami 
Ramakrishnananda every evening, on his way 
back from work. This satsang multiplied the al- 
ready sprouted desire in Ramu to serve the poor. 
Moved by the condition of four poor desperate 
boys, with no food or hope of pursuing educa- 
tion, Ramu approached the Swami for guidance. 
After due deliberation and with the blessings 
of Swami Ramakrishnananda, Ramu had the 
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Students’ Home inaugurated on the evening of 
17 February 1905 with these four boys plus the 
one already with the Swami and the two sons of 
the cook. Ramu wrote later: “The hearth was lit 
and the boys had their first meal in what became 
from that hour their own home. Needless to add 
that the hearth is still burning and will continue 
to burn, by Sri Ramakrishna’s grace. 

The unique luck that the Home was bestowed 
with was the abundant blessings of the Revered 
Swami Brahmanandaji Maharaj, the first Presi- 
dent of the Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna 
Mission and the spiritual son of Sri Ramakrishna. 
Right from the foundation laying ceremony on 
06 May 1917, the Buddha Purnima day, to the 
grhapravesam, house warming, on the Akshaya 
Tritiya of 1921, that is 10 May 1921—it was Swami 
Brahmanandaji whose holiness was infused in 
every step of the Home’s progress. He named the 
building ‘4 Palace for the Poor. Through all these 
years, a judicial blend of our country’s ancient spiri- 
tual and moral values with modern science and 
practical wisdom has shaped the Home well. 

Swami Ramakrishnananda used to admire and 
state that whatever Swami Brahmananda touched 
not only became pure, but also got the purifying 
power. Swami Brahmananda stayed in the Home 
and charged it with so much spiritual power, 
that to recall Ramu: ‘He created in the Home an 
atmosphere of love, gentleness, peace, and spiri- 
tual fervour, which one feels palpably even today. 

One can easily imagine the hardship and 
several problems to be encountered in such an 
undertaking. Despite famine and world wars, the 
Home marched on like a great hero. In Ramu’s 
words: ‘And day after day, no one knew where the 
money would come from for providing the boys 
their next meal. ... It is His grace whose name the 
Institution bears. Till his death in 1932, Ramu 
dedicated himself to the cause he had dearly 
championed, with love and a worshipful attitude. 
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Swami Ramakrishnananda (1863-1911) 


That all these are also the extended divine 
play of Sri Ramakrishna is evident. During 
his last days, ailing Swami Ramakrishnananda 
revealed to Ramu, a vision he had long ago. In 
that, Sri Ramakrishna had showed a charming 
young boy (Ramu) declaring that the boy would 
help the Swami in his work! 

It is very pertinent to remind ourselves of the 
caution Swami Brahmanandaji gave on 6 May 
1921, the inaugural day of the ‘Palace for the Poor’: 
“Through the grace of Guru Maharaja palace has 
been built for the poor and great is your respon- 
sibility now. You must ever be on your guard lest 
luxury or ease or a sense of self-sufficiency should 
creep into it, for they will tarnish the ideals for 
which the Home stands. 

Sri Ramanujachariar, affectionately called 
Ramanuju, a cousin of Ramu, took over the 
reins of the Home after the passing away of the 
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latter. An ‘Under Secretary’ to the Government, 
he was dynamism personified. A multifaceted 
taskmaster, he developed the Home admirably 
through his hard work and far sight. His efforts 
to bring vocational training were lauded even by 
British administrators. The superior position he 
held never deterred him from collecting dona- 
tions; he was known to have visited ‘Kothwal 
Bazar, the wholesale vegetable market in Chen- 
nai, and received vegetables, free of cost, in ex- 
tended arms covered with bed sheets! 

It was in 1918 that the Home was formally affi- 
liated with the Ramakrishna Math and Mission. 
The residential high school was started in 1922 as 
the authorities felt that the full benefits of the Gu- 
rukula system would be realised only if the Home 
had its own school. In 1932 the Home started a 
school in T. Nagar area of Chennai and in 1936 
added two more to it, and managed them all till 
1948 when they were transferred to a separate com- 
mittee. To mark the Centenary of Sri Ramakrishna 
in 1936, a Centenary Primary School was started by 
the Home on its own premises opposite the “Palace 

for the Poor. During World War IL, the residential 

school was evacuated to Uthiramerur in 1942 and 
to Athur in 1946, and finally returned to Chennai 
in 1958. It was in 1958 that the Diploma Course in 
Mechanical Engineering was introduced. The add- 
itional Diploma courses in Automobile and Com- 
puter Engineering were introduced asa part of the 
Home’ centenary celebrations in 2005. 

The Home is a pioneer in vocational train- 
ing and skill development. Even during the days 
when only the formal scheme of studies was 
given prominence, the stewards of the Home, 
who were genuinely bothered about the welfare 
of the students, could see that not all have the 
aptitude for the study of languages, science, and 
mathematics. They had the foresight to appre- 
ciate different talents and aptitudes in their 
wards. They implemented vocational training 
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which was even lauded by British officials. Sir 
Charles Todhunter, the then finance minister 
said: ‘I am quite convert to the grant of voca- 
tional training about which I was sceptic until 
I saw your Home. ... It would enable them to 
make a living without any great difficulty’ Dur- 
ing the Silver Jubilee of the Home in 1930, Sir 
Frederic Stanley, the then Governor of Madras 
Presidency, laid the foundation stone for Tech- 
nical Institute. The workshop progressed into 
a Technical Institute and then to a prestigious 
Polytechnic College with excellent workshops 
and laboratories. The intake was about 120 stu- 
dents in the first year of the courses and about 12 
students in the second year of lateral entry. 
During World War II, the British Govern- 
ment was in dire need to train technicians. The 
able Ramanuju offered to cooperate, received 
an allotment of 10 acres of land in T. Nagar to 
house the trainees, and finally, he toiled a lot to 
get it all—the land, the building, and the equip- 


ment—to the Home. 


Vivekananda-BPCL Skill 
Development Centre 


The greatest milestone in the history of the 
Home is the establishment, in the year 2019, 
of the IGBC-certified platinum-rated “Green 
Building’ —‘BPCL-Vivekananda Skill Develop- 
ment Centre’ in the Home premises at a cost of 
Rs. 15 Crores. An impressive three-storey build- 
ing extending to 35,600 sq. ft., houses state-of- 
the-art machinery to enhance the skills of the 
students of the Polytechnic college. It has an 
ambitious programme of “Training the train- 
ers under which our teachers, as also those from 
other colleges, receive training in the hands of 
experts from the industry and academia. 

The Home’s tradition of values-based edu- 
cation, practical training with hands-on skills, 
and above all exposure to Swamiji’s ideas and 
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consequent confidence levels lead to placements 
in good organisations. Most of the students, while 
working, pursue higher education relevant to their 
areas of service and grow into good professionals. 
Also, we encourage them to become entrepreneurs. 

Most appreciably, exposure to the ideas and 
ideals of Sri Ramakrishna, Sri Sarada Devi, and 
Swami Vivekananda has transformed them and 
their families into good human beings. They are 
invariably sensitive to the sufferings of others 
and realise the need to serve them. Different 
batches of our alumni engage in a range of ser- 
vice activities including relief efforts, running 
tuition centres, medical assistance, and the like. 


The Home We Need to Know 


Swami Ramakrishnananda had given a clear 
direction to the Home that the harmonising of 
Annadanam, Vidyadanam, and Jianadanam 
should be the aim of the Institution. Yes, the 
great Swami’s benediction came to pass in every 
sense. Every syllable that he uttered turned out 
to be true. The Home indeed is a concrete ex- 
pression of Sri Ramakrishna’s compassion for the 
poor. Again, it is very true that the Institution is 
totally under the care of the unseen lotus feet of 
the Lord, whose name it bears. 

Though God is present everywhere, to wor- 
ship God in humans, in whom His manifestation 
is the highest, is a very practical approach. The 
Students’ Home is unique because the whole ef- 
fort of empowering the poor through education 
and spiritual training is xot a matter of charity 
but worship of God in humans, in His manifest- 
ation as the poor. 


Annadanam and Vidyadanam 


In its glorious existence since 1905, the Home 
has shaped the destiny of nearly 9,000 students, 
extricating them from the jaws of poverty. It is a 
matter of pride that many of them have turned 
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out to be great engineers, administrators, entre- 
preneurs, and the like, and have blossomed into 
responsible citizens and householders. 


Jnanadanam 

While inaugurating the Home, Swami Rama- 
krishnananda gave the greatest emphasis on 
conferring spiritual knowledge. To recall Sri 
Ramu’s words: “... there were not wanting those 
fired with higher ideals. It is not for me to 
judge how far they succeeded in their attempts 
to realise their ideals. ... the Home training 
had not failed to give some little impetus to 
awaken the religious consciousness and help in 
the struggle for a better life. 

He then talks of a boy who embraced a celi- 
bate life, poverty, and meditation. The boy he 
talks about was a scholar in Tamil and a libra- 
rian. He left Students’ Home leaving the follow- 
ing note to Sri Ramu: “..... am sorry I could not 
take leave of you in person, lest my resolution 
should give way. Please do not be anxious about 
me and do not search for me. Later Sri Ramu 
traced him to the banks of Kaveri river, studying 
the Vedas, living a stern life of Brahmacharya, 
begging for his food, wearing only a loin cloth, 
and sleeping on the bare floor. 

We saw how Sri Ramu, because of his asso- 
ciation with Swami Ramakrishnananda, was 
able to embark on a great venture of providing 
succour to the suffering students. Over time, he 
met the Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi, Swami 
Brahmananda, Swami Premananda, and other 
monastic members of our Order, and dedicated 
his entire life to the cause of the Home. Even after 
he was down witha severe stroke, he continued to 
serve the Home and reached the lotus feet of Sri 
Ramakrishna! Truly, his was a harmonious life of 
selfless service elevating itself to the highest! 

Similarly, Sri Ramanujachariar (Ramanuju), 
an ‘Under Secretary’ in the British Government, 
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erased his ego and served the Home for many 
years. He was never shy of collecting funds for 
the Home. A versatile person that he was, he took 
care of his cousin Ramu’s family during the lat- 
ter’s stewardship of the Home. He had received 
initiation from the Revered Swami Brahma- 
nandaji Maharaj. Towards the end, he saw Sri 
Ramakrishna beckoning him in a dream. He then 
passed away in 1956 to reach his divine destination. 
Sri Kanakasabhai (later Swami Sarvajnanan- 
anda) was an old boy in the Home between 
1921-24. Inspired by Revered Swami Brahma- 
nandaji during Navarathri Puja, the young 
Kanakasabhai decided to embrace the life of a san- 
nyasin. He joined the Ramakrishna Order after 
leaving the Home and became a sannyasin in 1930. 
The Thondar Sangam (volunteers’ organisation) 
of Mylapore was started by him offering drinking 
water to the devotees during the famous Arupath- 
thummovar (63 savitite saints) festival at Sri Ka- 
paleeswarar temple. He chose a slum for service, 
named it Ramakrishnapuram, conducted classes 
in the evening to make the slum-dwellers liter- 
ate, and conducted activities like singing bhajans. 
He continued his contact with the alumni of the 
Home in government service and sought their 
help for the Math and Mission. He was the head 
of Ramakrishna Math, Nattarampalli in Thirup- 
pathur District, where he was credited with all- 
around developmental work. He showed films 
of the Holy Trio in the surrounding villages and 
translated the conversations into simple Tamil. 
He was very popular among the masses and was 
affectionately called ‘lantern swamiji’ by them. 
Sri Narayanan was in the Home just for a year 
in 1933. His mother, before her marriage, had 
met the Holy Mother in 1911 and was initiated 
by Mother; turning down her desire to become a 
nun, the Holy Mother blessed her that someone 
else in her family would become a monk. Nara- 
yanan was initiated by Swami Vijnanananda, 
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the then President of the Ramakrishna Order, 
and joined the Order in 1938. He was ordained 
into sannyasa in 1947 and became Swami 
Vandanananda. He was the editor of Prab- 
huddha Bharata during 1950-54, and held im- 
portant positions in the Mission both in India 
and abroad. He was the General Secretary of the 
Order from 1979 to 1985. After a life of service 
and devotion, he reached the lotus feet of Sri 
Ramakrishna at the ripe old age of 92. 

Sri Anna N Subramanian was very happy that 
he was poor and therefore could seek shelter in 
the Home. Reportedly, he did not know Sanskrit 
at the time of his entry into the Home. It was 
the abundant blessing of Sri Ramakrishna that 
later he authored innumerable books on intri- 
cate mantra-sastra and religious works of great 
Acharyas. This helped to enrich the already pres- 
tigious publications of Sri Ramakrishna Math, 
Chennai. The dedicated and simple life that he 
lived inspired many students who came under 
his tutelage. A knowledgeable Srividya Upasaka, 
he lived a great life. Unshaken by the worldly 
woes, he reached the Divine Mother’s lotus feet. 

The above list is only illustrative. Looking at 
the way how the Jzanadanam is received by the 
inmates of the Home, one is reminded of Swami 
Vivekananda’s famous example of the falling dew 
and the roses blossoming silently. The wonderful 
transformation takes place in ‘silence’. Each grows 
according to his inner tendencies. As the seeds 
are sown at the right time and place, each student 
blooms with good character, knowledge, and spir- 
ituality, and thus spreads fragrance everywhere! 

The Chennai Students’ Home as a selfless 
service centre is not just a temple of learning for 
the poor, receiving formal education to make 
a living, but a great place to engage in spiritual 
efforts. Yes! It is a Palace for the Poor—the poor 
in every sense, including those of us who seek 
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spiritual enrichment and unfoldment! aS 
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The Shaping of the Ramakrishna Math 


and Mission 


Dr Satish K Kapoor 


ineteenth century India was marked 

by two currents—the challenge of the 

West and the response of renascent 
India to it. The former manifested itself in the 
influx of Western ideas and institutions which 
followed the establishment of the British para- 
mountcy, and the latter expressed itself through 
socio-religious reform movements. These move- 
ments attempted to rejuvenate Indian society by 
highlighting the glory of its past and establish- 
ing the modernity of its tradition, rationalising 
religion and social institutions, and by exhorting 
Indians to inculcate faith in themselves instead 
of being schizophrenic in aping the West. All 
the reformist currents of the 19th century—revi- 
valist and non-revivalist, rationalist and mili- 
tant, orthodox and heterodox, conservative and 
esoteric—amalgamated in Swami Vivekananda 
(1863-1902).' He laid the foundation of the 
Ramakrishna Mission in the name of his Mas- 
ter who epitomised the ideals of renunciation 
and service. In course of time, the Mission has 
grown into a mighty organisation with world- 
wide centres that remain engaged in spiritual, 
social, educational, and ameliorative activities. 
It is non-sectarian and non-political, and rejects 
proselytism. True religion, after all, lies in self- 
realisation, in being and becoming, as taught by 
Swami Vivekananda. 


A former British Council Scholar, Dr Satish K 
Kapoor, is presently the Principal of Lyallpur Khalsa 
College, and Registrar of DAV University, Jalandhar. 
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I: Embryonic Stage 

Did Sri Ramakrishna (1836-86) have the idea 
of an organisation in mind when he was alive? 
Though he did not directly hint at it, he trained 
his disciples for monastic life so that they could 
work out their own salvation and serve human- 
ity at the same time. During the last phase of 
his life, he commissioned Narendranath (pre- 
monastic name of Swami Vivekananda) to look 
after the young devotees. ‘I leave them to your 
care. See that they practice spiritual exercises and 
do not return home.* 

Swami Vivekananda said later that the Cos- 
sipore Garden House, Kolkata, where Sri Rama- 
krishna stayed for the last few months of his life 
and took mahasamadhi on 16 August 1886, was 
‘the first Math.’ The Saint of Dakshineswar gave 
ochre clothes and rosaries to his chosen disciples, 
who later took the vow of renunciation on the 
night of 24 December 1886 at Antpur which 
was followed by performing the Viraja Homa at 
a later date, a fire-sacrifice essential for monastic 
initiation. The nine disciples who were present 
at Antpur were Narendranath Dutta (Swami 
Vivekananda), Baburam Ghosh (Swami Pre- 
mananda), Sarat Chandra Chakravarty (Swami 
Saradananda), Sashibhushan Chakravarty 
(Swami Ramakrishnananda), Taraknath Gho- 
shal (Swami Shivananda), Kaliprasad Chandra 
(Swami Abhedananda), Nityaniranjan Ghosh 
(Swami Niranjananda), Gangadhar Ghatak 
(Swami Akhandananda), and Sarada Prasanna 
Mitra (Swami Trigunatitananda). 
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Start-up Stage: Baranagar Math 
(1886-92) 
The Cossipore establishment was closed after 
the Mahasamadhi of Sri Ramakrishna, as the 
lease of the house in which he and his disciples 
stayed, expired on 31 August 1886, and was not 
renewed due to lack of financial support, and the 
opposition of some older devotees.* Although 
there were suggestions that the young disciples 
should return to home-life, and build a career for 
themselves, an informal organisation (sangha) 
led by Narendranath was formed at Baranagar 
(Barahnagore), a northern suburb of Calcutta 
(now renamed Kolkata), on the eastern bank 
of the Hooghly river (also called Bhagirathi- 
Hooghly), on 19 October 1886. It is believed that 
‘the Master himself helped it materialise.’ 

The Garden house, Baranagar, was owned by 
a landlord family of Taki (North 24 Parganas dis- 
trict), and was hired with the efforts of a devotee, 
Bhavanath Chattopadhyay, at a paltry monthly 
rent of Rs. ro. It was in a deplorable condition, 
and associated with ghostly or supernatural 
events. But it was soon turned into a place for 
the highest asceticism. Gopal Junior, whom Sri 
Ramakrishna called Hutko (one who comes sud- 
denly and disappears quickly), was the first to 
occupy it. He sanctified the house by bringing 
the personal belongings of Sri Ramakrishna, like 
his bedclothes, furniture, utensils, and the like. 
Much later, the holy relics of the Master were 
brought from Balaram’s house and placed in the 
infant monastery to be worshipped regularly. 

Tarak (Swami Shivananda, 1854-1934), and 
Gopal Senior (Swami Advaitananda, 1828- 
1909), were ‘the first regular inmates. They 
were followed by Kali (Swami Abhedananda, 
1866-1939), Sashibhushan Chakravarti (Swami 
Ramakrishnananda,1863—-1911), Sarat Chandra 
Chakravarty (Swami Saradananda 1865-1927), 
Rakhal (Swami Brahmananda, 1863-1922), 
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Nityaniranjan Ghosh (Swami Niranjanananda, 
1862-1904), Baburam (Swami Premananda, 
1861-1918), and Sarada Prasanna Mitra (Swami 
‘Trigunatitananda, 1865-1915). Some of them 
stayed permanently as they had left their homes 
(like Gopal Junior and Gopal Senior), while 
others, visited it every now and then.° Mahen- 
dranath Gupta (1854-1932), author of the Ben- 
gali classic, Sri Sri Ramakrishna Kathamrita (5 
Vols) came occasionally and sometimes stayed for 
weeks. Narendranath made the Baranagar Math 
his permanent abode in the middle of June 1887. 

In his “Conversations and dialogues, Swami 
Vivekananda narrates that they would get up 
in ambrosial hours and remain absorbed in japa 
and meditation, sometimes from morning till 
evening. The monks survived on alms. There 
were days ‘when the Math was without a grain 
of food. ... Boiled Bimba (Ivy gourd) leaves, 
rice, and salt—this was the menu for a month 
at a stretch’ Many a time, Swamiji thought of 
‘abolishing the Math altogether’ but changed his 
mind due to the strong will and financial support 
of Suresh Babu (Surendra Nath Mitra, 1850- 
90) in adverse situations. ‘He was, in a way, the 
founder of this Math.’ Balaram Bose (1842-90), 
a householder disciple of Sri Ramakrishna, also 
supported the young monks as long as he lived. 


Towards Stability: Alambazar Math 
(1892-98) 


Due to the dilapidated structure of the Baranagar 
monastery, the monks moved to a new and spa- 
cious building (spread on an area measuring 22 
bighas and 22 sq. ft. or 29433.7269 sq. metres) at 
Alambazar in February 1892. Among the nota- 
ble monks who graced it at different periods of 
time, were Swami Brahmananda (Rakhal Chandra 
Ghosh, 1863-1922), Swami Saradananda (Sarat 
Chandra Chakravarty, 1865-1927), Swami 
Yogananda (Yogindranath Roy Chowdhury, 
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1861-99), Swami Turiyananda (Harinath Cha- 
ttopadhyay, 1863-1922) and Swami Vijnanananda 
(Hariprasanna Chattopadhyaya (1868-1938). 

Since the Alambazar Math was an ideal place 
for spiritual practices, many devotees visited 
it including, Nag Mahasaya (Durga Charan 
Nag, 1846-99, a practitioner of homoeopathy 
and householder-disciple of Sri Ramakrishna), 
Girish Chandra Ghosh (1844-1912, a famous 
playwright), Gopaler Ma (Aghoremani Devi, 
1822-1906) and Gauri Ma (Mridani, 1857-1938). 
The last two were the companions of Holy 
Mother Sarada Devi (1853-1920), the spiritual 
consort of Sri Ramakrishna. 

Swamiji stayed at the Alambazar monastery 
after his first visit to the West. While in America, 
he corresponded with his brother-disciples, guid- 
ing them on a number of organisational issues. In 
a letter to Rakhal (Swami Brahmananda), dated 
20 May 1897, he wrote: ‘I am glad to learn that 
the Association in Calcutta is going on nicely.* 
After returning from the West, Swamiji stayed 
here for about a year, held religious classes, ini- 
tiated devotees, and framed rules for the Math. 


Il: Struggle and Flowering—Ramakrishna 
Movement Across the Indian shores 


The idea of forming a spiritual organisation was 
surely in the mind of Swamiji when he was a 
wandering monk in India. It has been argued 
that one of the reasons why Swamiji went abroad 
was to fulfil the mission of his spiritual master.? 
At the World Parliament of Religions, Chi- 
cago, in 1893, he ruefully noted that he came to 
America to seek aid for his impoverished people 
but he found it an uphill task."° 

Towards the end of September 1893, Swamiji 
realised that lecturing was ‘a profitable occupa- 
tion’ in America, and it could help him in his 
future projects. Referring to his earnings in Chi- 
cago after the close of the Parliament, he wrote 
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to Mrs [Kate?] Tannatt Woods: ‘It is ranging 
from 30 to 80 dollars a lecture, and just now I 
have been so well advertised in Chicago gratis by 
the Parliament of Religions that it is not advis- 
able to give up this field now.” 

Before September 1894, Swamiji had coll- 
ected about nine thousand rupees in the Indian 
currency which, as he wrote to Alasinga Perumal 
on 31 August 1894: ‘I will send over to you for 
the organisation.’ Swamiji wanted him to start a 
Society and a Journal and build up a temple in 
Madras which should have a library and some 
rooms for the office.” 

From his letters, one can see that he was send- 
ing money to his disciples for organised social 
work. He wrote to Swami Saradananda on 20 
May 1894: ‘If you all like, you can give to Gopal 
Rs. 300/- from the amount I sent for the Math. 
I have no more to send now. I have to look after 
Madras now. ? Miss Sarah Ellen Waldo (called 
Haridasi), a staunch follower of Swami Viveka- 
nanda, confirms that he stayed in America to 
raise funds for his countrymen, ‘to send help to 
fellow sannyasins in India."* 

It may, however, be stated that the larger aim 
of Swamiji was to spread the message of Vedanta 
globally. He intended ‘to create a new order of 
humanity’ who were sincere believers in God 
and did not care for the world. He was not satis- 
fied merely ‘with newspaper blazoning’ In a let- 
ter to Alasinga dated 14 May 1895, he wrote that 
he ought to be able to leave a permanent mark 
behind him. He was hopeful that he would suc- 
ceed with the blessings of the Almighty.” 

At times, Swamiji felt that some people were 
trying to damage his cause by spreading false ru- 
mours about him. But he assured Kidi (Singara- 
velu Mudaliar) in his letter dated 22 June 1895, 
that his mission would succeed. ‘I am not (given) 
to failures, and here I have planted a seed, and 
it is going to become a tree, and it must. Only I 
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am afraid it will hurt its growth if] give it up too 
soon. ... Rome was not built in a day.’* 

By mid-1895, Swami Vivekananda had con- 
solidated his work with the help of some influ- 
ential and dynamic followers. In a letter to the 
Maharaja of Khetri dated 9 July 1895, he wrote: 
‘T shall make several sannyasins and then I go to 
India, leaving the work to them.”” 


Vedanta Society, New York 
The Vedanta Society, New York, was established 


in November 1894 to manage Swami Viveka- 
nanda’s affairs, arrange his lectures and classes, 
and print pamphlets or books for distribution. 
Although the Society had office bearers, it did 
not enrol members until 1900. Swami Sarada- 
nanda and Swami Abhedananda, who had joined 
Swamiji in England at his instance in 1896, 
moved to America—the former in June 1896, to 
take charge of the Society in his brother disciple’s 
absence, and the latter in 1897, after finishing 
his lecture engagements. Together, they got the 
Vedanta Society registered in 1898. Gradually, 
the Society gained strength and spearheaded the 


growth of the Ramakrishna Movement. 


The Proliferation of Vedanta Centres 


Swami Turiyananda accompanied Swami 
Vivekananda during his second visit to the West 
in 1899. He made a mark in the New York centre 
while Swami Vivekananda was away in Southern 
California. He delivered lectures and held classes 
in Raja Yoga at Montclair, Cambridge, and 
San Francisco. The Retreat, famous as Shanti 
Ashrama, in the San Antone Valley, 18 miles 
south-east of Mt. Hamilton, California, which 
had been donated to Swamiji by Miss Minnie 
C Boock, was used by Turiyananda to provide a 
dozen Americans with the taste of true monas- 
tic life. However, being exhausted by strenuous 
work, he had to return to India in June 1901. 
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Subsequently, Swami Trigunatitananda came 
to San Francisco and broadened his area of activity 
to Los Angeles. He was instrumental in procur- 
ing a plot of land for the Vedanta Society there. 
The building started coming up in 1905 and was 
‘dedicated to the cause of humanity’ on 7 January 
1906. Swami Trigunatitananda also established a 
monastery and a convent, and frequently took his 
disciples to Shanti Ashrama to give them practical 
lessons in the art of meditation. Unfortunately, he 
became the victim ofa bomb attack in December 
1914 and left his mortal coil in January 1915. 

Apart from New York, Los Angeles, and San 
Francisco, Vedanta centres came up in Pittsburgh 
(under Swami Abhedananda who was holding 
the fort in New York), followed by Swami Bodha- 
nanda, and in Oakland and Alameda, with the sup- 
port of one Mr C F Peterson. Swami Abhedananda 
made a great impression in New York with his win- 
some personality, intellectual powers, and oratori- 
cal skill. The series of ninety lectures he delivered 
in the Mott Memorial Hall, New York, established 
him as a great exponent of Vedanta, and brought 
him into contact with such renowned persons as 
Prof. William James, Prof. Lanman, and Dr. Janes, 
the Chairman of Cambridge Philosophical Confer- 
ence. Apart from making frequent trips to Europe, 
he lectured extensively in almost all important cities 
of America, Mexico, and Alaska, and impressed 
even Max Muller and Paul Deussen during his first 
visit to England (1896-97). He moved toa hermit- 
age of 370 acres at West Cornwall, Connecticut, in 
the foothills of the Berkshires in 1912, and remained 
there for about nine years before returning to India 
where he died on 8 September 1939. 

Among other monks of the Ramakrishna Order 
who went to America in the early stages of the 
growth of Vedanta Societies, were Swami Sacchi- 
dananda, who arrived in Los Angeles in 1904, 
Swami Nirmalananda, who remained in New York 
from 1903 to 1906, and Swami Prakashananda, who 
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joined the San Francisco Centre in 1906. Swami 
Paramananda established a Vedanta Centre each 
in Boston and Washington in 1909; and during his 
sojourn in Europea few years later, one in Geneva. 
In the years to come, Vedanta societies were 
formed in Portland (Oregon) in 1925, Providence 
(Rhode Island) in 1928, Chicago (Illinois), and 
Hollywood (California) in 1930, New York City 
(Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Center) in 1933, 
Seattle (Washington), in St. Louis (Missouri) in 
1938, Berkeley (California) in 1933, Boston (Mas- 
sachusetts) in 1941, and Sacramento (California) in 
1949, followed by many more. The chapters of the 
Mission were also started in countries other than 
America—in Argentina, Bangladesh, England, 
Fiji, France, Japan, Mauritius, Singapore, Sri Lanka, 
Switzerland, Russia, Netherlands, and Canada 
(established after 1985). The names of Swamis 
like Prabhavananda, Raghavananda, Dayananda, 
Madhavananda, Nikhilananda, Ashokananda, 
Jnaneshwarananda, Ghanananda, Vividishananda, 
Vishwananda, and Vijayananda may specifically be 
mentioned for spreading the message of Rama- 
krishna-Vivekananda across the Indian shores." 


Ill: Compact Organisation and Fruition— 
Ramakrishna Mission Association, 1897 


Shortly after his return from the West, Swami 
Vivekananda held a meeting of his brother- 
monks and the householder disciples of Sri 
Ramakrishna at Balaram Babu’s residence in 
Kolkata on rst May 1897. He declared that noth- 
ing fruitful could be achieved without an organi- 
sation, and hence proposed the formation of an 
Association (sangha) in the name of Sri Rama- 
krishna. The proposal was welcomed by all, and 
a few resolutions were passed to concretise it. 
In a subsequent meeting on 5 May 1897, the 
aims and objects of the Association were delin- 
eated. These were, among others—to live and 


preach the truths cherished by Sri Ramakrishna; 
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to create fellowship among different faiths, which 
were ‘so many forms of one underlying Eternal 
Religion’; to carry on missionary and philan- 
thropic work; to ‘promote and encourage’ arts 
and industries, conducive to the welfare of people; 
to preach the Vedanta and religious ideas; to esta- 
blish Maths and Ashramas all over India, and to 
send trained sannyasins abroad. Swamiji was to be 
the General President of the new Order. Swami 
Brahmananda and Swami Yogananda were to 
serve as President and Vice President respectively 
of the Calcutta Centre. To fulfil the objectives 
of the organisation, regular meetings of the core 
committee were held at Balaram Babu’s residence 
every Sunday afternoon. The first General meet- 
ing was organised on 9 May 1897.” 


From Nilambar Mukherjee’s Garden 
House (1898-99) to Belur Math 


The Assam earthquake (1897), having a magni- 
tude of 8.2—8.3 on the Richter scale, extended 
into Calcutta (now Kolkata), and caused severe 
damage to the Alambazar Math building. As 
a result, the venue of the Math was shifted to 
Nilambar Mukherjee’s Garden House at Belur 
on 3 February 1898. The Garden House is now 
a part of the present Belur Math, and is called 
‘Old Math’. The Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi, 
the spiritual consort of Sri Ramakrishna, graced 
it many times with her stay. On 25 March 1898, 
Swamiji initiated Margaret E Noble (1867- 
1911) into the vow of Brahmacharya, and gave 
her a new name ‘Nivedita, meaning ‘dedicated 
to God’. He wrote an avati (devotional lyric), 
‘Khandana bhava bandhana’, and a hymn to Sri 
Ramakrishna, Om hrim rtam, that are recited 
during the evening prayer in all Ramakrishna 
Math and Mission centres today. 

Anagarika Dharmapala (1864-1933), who 
represented Theravada Buddhism at the World 
Parliament of Religions, 1893, in Chicago, visited 
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Swami Vivekananda at this garden-house. It was 
here again that Swamiji revised the Rules of the 
Math framed at Alambazar and created ‘the 
comprehensive, final and the ultimate divine 
constitution, comprising 116 rules. 

In April 1898, the central Math of the Order 
began to be constructed in Belur across the river 
Ganga, about 6 kms north of the Howrah rail- 
way station. It was occupied by the monks on 
2 January 1899. Till his passing on 4 July 1902, 
Swamiji presided over the Order even after he 
had formally transferred the Math property to 
the Trustees (comprising his 11 brother disciples) 
by a Deed of Trust, on 30 January 1901. Soon 
after, the Math authorities took upon themselves 
the work of the Mission Association.”° 

Due to the phenomenal growth of the Math 
activities, another society, named the Rama- 
krishna Mission, was registered in 1909, under 
Act XXI of 1860. The two are one and yet sepa- 
rate legal entities. The ideology of both organi- 
sations has a Vedantic praxis to it: ‘Atmano 
moksartham jagat hitaya ca; for one’s own salva- 
tion and for the welfare of the world’ Both the 
Math and the Mission lay stress on charitable and 
philanthropic activities. But while the former 
lays more emphasis on the Universal Religion, 
spiritual preaching and training, the key domain 
of the latter is social welfare of various kinds. 

While laying the foundation of the build- 
ing to house the International Cultural Centre 
of the Ramakrishna Mission at Colombo on 17 
June 1959, Dr Rajendra Prasad (1884-1963), the 
first President of India, observed: 


‘The spirit of dedication which is the chief char- 
acteristic of every worker of the Mission, is, to 
my mind, its biggest asset. ... Apart from render- 
ing service to those who need it, such organisa- 
tions do a lot, though silently and imperceptibly, 
to bring men and nations closer. Their ideal of 
humanitarian service serves to emphasise the 
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basic unity of human society. The importance of 
such work cannot be overemphasised, particu- 
larly in modern times, when tension threatens 
to become a part of human nature and a fea- 
ture of international relationships. Therefore, 
the least that one can do is to encourage such 
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organisations and to wish them well.*" aS 
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Direct Disciples of Sri Ramakrishna—a painting by Swami Tadatmananda 


Avatara and the Ramakrishna Order 


Gopal Stavig 


wami Shivananda tells us: “When the world 
becomes burdened and there is prevalence 
of irreligion, the all-merciful Lord by His 
own free will incarnates Himself as man to save 
the fallen and ameliorate the lot of the world’ 
“When God comes to the world as a man, then 
flows a current of spirituality. Many are blessed 
by getting the light of knowledge; many attain 
emancipation.” Their purpose is to re-establish 
religion that has fallen into a state of decline. 
The Avataras (literally “‘descent’)—Divine 
Incarnations such as Rama, Krishna, Buddha, 
Jesus, Chaitanya, and Ramakrishna are the Se/f- 
communication, Self-disclosure, and Self-revela- 
tion of God in human history. Their descent to 
earth occurs at an auspicious time in world his- 
tory, when they are most needed. This advent 
occurs not only at the right time (qualitative 


Gopal Stavig is a distinguished researcher from 
Hollywood, USA. 
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time) but also in the proper location (qualitative 
space). From a functional standpoint, the Lord 
works through the religion that is best suited for 
His purpose at that particular time in history. 
For example, of the many possible religions in 
Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East, the 
Lord selected the Old Testament Hebrew reli- 
gion for the birth and mission of Jesus. 

The Avatara-Divine Incarnation is a descent 
of God to the human level, so that humans can 
ascend to God. Its embodiment and activity are 
undertaken freely out of compassion for the 
human condition. They come to restore right- 
eousness (dharma) during a time of crisis, so that 
humans can raise themselves to a higher grade 
of life. They lay the foundation for the future 
necessary institutions in which their work will 
be sustained. Does the historical order of the 
entire series in which Avataras are born, follow 
a Divine Plan? There must be some reason the 
Avatars were born in the chronological order 
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that they were. Avataras benefit from what prior 
Divine Incarnations achieved; for example, Sri 
Ramakrishna was aided by the work that Sri 
Chaitanya had accomplished. Other Divine 
Beings are occasionally born on earth to fulfil 
a special religious mission. This includes the 
founders of lasting large-scale religions like 
Moses and Muhammad. They have the power 
to infuse spiritual power into the new religion 
that is later perpetuated through the efforts of 
clerics and lay devotees. 

Avataras generate tremendous interest in 
religion and the Divine world, being the spiri- 
tual guide for a large portion of humanity 
(Mahaguru). They are exceedingly creative and 
present unexpected teachings, which could not 
be forecasted in advance and bring about major 
changes in society leading to the establishment 
of a new Religious Order. This spiritual know- 
ledge is of great practical importance for attain- 
ing liberation and salvation. By keeping their 
minds in the Divine Realm, the Incarnations 
and their inner circle of disciples bring heavenly 
consciousness down to earth. 

Ayataras who come to fulfil a Divine mis- 
sion are the direct self-revealing interventions 
of God in the world. They come to liberate 
people and to establish righteousness, making it 
a more pious world. The result is a tidal wave of 
spirituality in the world that infuses new vital- 
ity into the inner spirit of religion.” The revela- 
tion and new religion that the Divine Incarna- 
tion establishes have three major aspects. One is 
the book, the body of teachings (Principles) and 
biography (Personality) that compose the reli- 
gious scriptures left by the charismatic leader and 
his followers. Their authority which is sacred, 
unique, and spontaneous, results in the cre- 
ative establishment of new norms and forms of 
thought. The second is the Religious Order, the 


organisation their followers create. Jesus and Sri 
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Ramakrishna did not set up a religious organisa- 
tion, which was left for their disciples to do. In 
time, an international religious organisation was 
founded based on the principles they had laid 
down, and consequently, they had an immense 
influence on people of future generations. The 
third is the spiritual energy (Power) they infuse 
into their religion that creates a potent life-force 
that attracts a large number of followers. 

Each Avatara-Divine Incarnation is unique 
in that they reveal new truths based on their 
own spiritual experiences, which were not pre- 
viously known. They are exceedingly creative and 
present unexpected teachings, which could not 
be forecasted in advance, and bring about major 
changes in society. This spiritual knowledge is 
of great practical importance for attaining lib- 
eration and salvation. At the same time, they 
respect and keep intact the religious wisdom of 
the past. In future centuries, they inspire many 
saints and devotees through life-changing visita- 
tions, visions, and dreams. Not only their original 
teachings, but the concreteness and uniqueness 
of their life events also win over many followers. 

Swami Vivekananda’ goal was to transform 
a national religion limited to the horizon of one 
group of people into a universal one. A truly uni- 
versal religion is open to everyone regardless of 
any other factor (for example: nationality, eth- 
nicity, culture, gender, age, income, education, 
occupation, and the like). He presented a uni- 
versal religion that is very broad in its ideas and 
methods, encompassing as many paths to God 
as possible. 

Sri Ramakrishna, Holy Mother, and their 
disciples not only bring new knowledge, but 
through their intense spiritual natures, also 
create a tremendous power that cannot fail to 
manifest in future centuries. The Avataras’ crea- 
tive energy is on the causal and subtle planes, 
unseen by us, but eventually, it must come forth 
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on the gross plane. It first manifests on the spiri- 
tual plane, then at subtle levels of matter and 
energy, and finally in empirical physical histo- 
rical existence. It originates as a spiritual energy, 
then becomes thought, and lastly manifests on 
the physical plane in a grosser form as action. 
There is no way to prevent it. Sociologists think 
of religion as composed of an organisation, a 
body of ideas and practices, and physical objects 
such as books and buildings; but there is also a 
spiritual energy and power present there. The 
physicists of today realise that all activity in the 
universe requires units of energy and this also 
includes religious activity. In the correct envi- 
ronment, the living seeds they left will grow and 
flourish. Consequently, a religion that began 
with a few devotees eventually encompasses mil- 
lions of adherents. It is this spiritual power that 
will make the religious organisation successful 
in the future. 

Swami Vivekananda explains: “There is one 
fact more to learn about this rising and fall- 
ing. The seed comes out of the tree; it does not 
immediately become a tree but has a period 
of inactivity, or rather, a period of very fine 
unmanifested action. The seed has to work for 
some time beneath the soil?’ However, it is a 
long process involving decades or even centuries 
before these seeds manifest first on the mental 
plane of existence and then on the physical. A 
person living in the first or second century AD 
might have thought Christianity would remain 
a small religion because one could see only the 
gross effects, and not the imperceptible causal 
seeds that would by necessity manifest in the 
upcoming centuries. 

It was revealed by Sri Ramakrishna: “When 
God assumes a human body for the sake of 
His devotees, many of His devotees accom- 
pany Him to earth. Some of them belong to the 
inner circle, some to the outer circle, and some 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


become the suppliers of His physical needs.* 
These great male and female disciples from the 
Divine world (Joka) are members of the Lord’s 
spiritual family, who help Him fulfil His mis- 
sion on earth and spread His message. It was 
necessary for Sri Ramakrishna to bring Swami 
Vivekananda with him, since the Master syn- 
thesised modern thought with Vedanta. From 
what Sri Ramakrishna stated, we can infer that 
Mother Mary, the apostle Paul, and the dis- 
ciples of Jesus were highly advanced souls who 
voluntarily descended from heaven to aid him 
in fulfilling his Divine mission. They were not 
ordinary people, for example—Peter and John 
only appeared to be ‘uneducated, common men’ 
(Acts 4:13). From this perspective, it is also pos- 
sible that great Western religious philosophers 
like Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, and Thomas Aqui- 
nas were incarnations of heavenly sages who des- 
cended to earth to teach new sublime truths. 
They created vast systems of thought that are 
highly original that have lasted for millenniums. 

Outstanding gurus such as Jesus and Sri 
Ramakrishna plant the seeds of potentiality 
in their disciples who continue to retain their 
basic personalities and temperamental charac- 
teristics. They initiate and train an inner circle 
of disciples to carry on the work in the future. 
Nevertheless, it is only after they depart from 
the earth that their disciples reach their fullest 
spiritual maturity. A small group of totally dedi- 
cated disciples preach the life and teachings of 
their Master over a wide geographical area in 
order to lay the groundwork for a world mission. 
Yet, during their lifetime, only a small number of 
overseas devotees accept their teachings. 

This is part of the ‘sacred history’ of liberation 
and salvation, which differs to some extent from 
secular history which comprises the ordinary 
occurrences of the world. The events of ‘sacred 
history’ are due to the direct intervention of 
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Kashmir, 1898. Left to right: Josephine Macleod, Mrs Ole Bull, 
Swami Vivekananda, and Sister Nivedita. 


God in the world. Consequently, the Avatara is 
the central figure in ‘sacred history’ intervening 
in human history, and having a major impact on 
its religious and cultural development. ‘Sacred 
history’ is overlooked by many philosophers of 
history who consider only secular matters in the 
determination of events. 

After the Avataras or Divine Incarnations 
ascend to the higher world, they and some of 
their associates continue to inspire and commu- 
nicate on a spiritual level with earthly people. 
This occurs during mystical experiences; through 
religious images, rituals, and ceremonies; and 
through the Church itself. The Vaishnavists 
teach the concept of the Arcavatara, which is an 
objective spiritual body manifestation of Brah- 
man’s presence in and through a sacred image 
(arca).’ God manifests personally through the 
Avatara and impersonally through the religious 
scriptures, organisation, relics of ritual, in sacred 
space, and during sacred times. 

Swami Vivekananda suggested that powerful 
thought waves produced by the Divine Incarna- 
tion and his disciples can make contact with and 
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affect other minds even centuries 
later. ‘It is quite possible that, just 
as light waves may travel for mil- 
lions of years before they reach any 
object, so thought waves may also 
travel hundreds of years before they 
meet an object with which they 
vibrate in unison. ... Every thought 
projected from every brain goes on 
pulsating, as it were, until it meets 
a fit object that will receive it’* 

Swamiji further stated: “There 
is no way to the attainment of 
knowledge unless it is transmitted 
through an apostolic succession 
from disciple to disciple.” Swami Prabhavananda 
(1893-1976) formulated that the power of an 
Avatara or a great soul is transmitted from one 
generation to the next, without a break, through 
a succession of gurus. “Their power as transmit- 
ted to the disciples remains and is handed down 
from generation to generation. It is transmitted, 
as it were, in a seed-form to the disciple through 
the sacred name of God as the Chosen ideal (the 
aspect of divinity worshipped by the devotee).* 

This present incarnation provides a bigger 
challenge since it does not deal only with India, 
but aims to motivate a spiritual upliftment in the 
entire world. Sri Ramakrishna respected all the 
major religions of the world and considered them, 
if properly followed, as different paths to God. 
Some people might think of Sri Ramakrishna 
as a Hindu, but the message and principles he 
presents in The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna are 
universal, and meant for spiritual aspirants of all 
countries. He came to make a Christian a better 
Christian, a Muslim a better Muslim, a Buddhist 
a better Buddhist, and the like. 

Sri Ramakrishna and his disciples came to 
bring about a revolutionary change in world 
culture. Today we live in a relatively advanced 
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society. In the future, spirituality and mysticism 
will combine into a harmonious synthesis with 
the best of the higher culture creating a new 
worldwide Integral culture. Swami Vivekananda 
stated in an interview: ‘I would say, the com- 
bination of the Greek mind represented by the 
external European energy added to the Hindu 
spirituality would be an ideal society for India. 
... India has to learn from Europe the conquest 
of external nature, and Europe has to learn from 
India the conquest of internal nature.” With the 
fact that Sri Ramakrishna placed so much em- 
phasis on monasticism, we can expect an accel- 
eration of it in the future. 

Pitirim Sorokin (1889-1968) the Russian- 
born Harvard sociologist refers to the coming 
Integral or Idealistic culture mentality that in- 
corporates empirical, rational, and supersensory 
modes of cognition. He adds: 

Development of such a genuine Integral system 
of truth and cognition can greatly help man- 
kind in enriching, deepening, and enlarging 
human knowledge of total reality, in elimin- 
ating the mutually conflicting claims of science, 
religion, philosophy, and ethics through recon- 
ciliation and unification of their real knowledge 
into one Integral system of truth, in stimulating 
man’s creativity in all fields of culture and social 
life, and in the ennoblement and transfigura- 
tion of man himself,”° 

Swami Vivekananda was working to estab- 
lish a new world culture that resembles, at least 
to some extent, the Integral or Idealistic culture. 
The goal is to combine spirituality and mysti- 
cism with the best of the higher culture, creating 
a harmonious synthesis, while rejecting materi- 
alistic hedonistic values and moral corruption. 
Spiritual and material knowledge should be 
viewed as complementary and not in opposition 
to one another.” 

In a letter dated 11 April 1906 to Josephine 
MacLeod, Sister Nivedita (1867-1911) informed 
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her: “You see, when we who understood Swamiji 
and remembered him are dead, there will come 
a long period of obscurity and silence, for the 
work that he did. It will seem to be forgotten, 
until, suddenly, in 150 or 200 years, it will be 
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found to have transformed the West.’” Os 
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Taking Social Service Seriously 


for Over 125 Years 


Gwilym Beckerlegge 


T WAS PERHAPS TIMELY that while pre- 
paring this article my eye was drawn to an 
arresting caption on the cover of The Sunday 
Times Magazine (London): ‘Food Bank Nation: 
Inside the UK's Fourth Emergency Service, which 
headlined an article in the magazine on food 
poverty in the UK.' Although I live in the UK, 
on reading the article I was surprised by the num- 
ber of food banks, even though their appeals 
and donation boxes are commonplace in Brit- 
ish supermarkets, the complexity and scale of 
their operations, and the number of people who 
are now forced to depend on this expression of 
philanthropy in twenty-first century Britain with 
its highly developed but now straitened welfare 
services. I was not surprised to read that this need 
had escalated since the global financial crisis of 
2008, and that it had increased again in the 
period since the pandemic as inflation began to 
soar. I recall reports after the 2008 financial crisis 
that those who were affluent largely emerged 
with their wealth intact or enhanced while those 
with only limited means had sunk deeper into 
poverty. This is a cycle likely to be repeated. 
India too has faced the damaging effects of 
long-established inequalities, which prompted 
Swami Vivekananda on several occasions to cas- 
tigate India’s elites and its religious leadership, 
and India has not been immune to disruptive 
global forces. At the time of the founding of the 
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Ramakrishna Mission by Vivekananda in 1897, 
India was still under British rule and forced to live 
under policies, not of its choosing, and also ex- 
perienced the wider impact of changing patterns 
of international contacts and trade that accompa- 
nied the early stages of globalisation, for example, 
those following the opening of the Suez Canal. 
Problems of inequality in India have still not 
been adequately resolved, any more than have 
those that have blighted British society, or indeed 
many other countries. India’s former Prime Min- 
ister Manmohan Singh, for example, expressed 
his concern at growing inequality in India on 
the release of a social development report by the 
Council of Social Development entitled ‘Rising 
Inequalities in India, 2018.” Since then, of course, 
like so many other countries, India has suffered 
the various adverse effects of the pandemic, in- 
cluding the necessary diversion and concentra- 
tion of resources, at the cost of addressing what 
would have been in happier times other priorities, 
in order to manage and where possible ameliorate 
the human costs of the pandemic. Pressures on the 
Ramakrishna Mission and other non-governmen- 
tal, voluntary agencies in India are consequently 
likely to increase as they have in the UK and else- 
where, especially when the resources of the state 
do not meet all the demands made upon them. 
The centrality of the offering of service through- 
out the Ramakrishna Mission’s 125-year history 
has been signalled to the wider world almost 
continuously since its inception, beginning with 
early reports in the Indian press of the Mission’s 
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interventions in human suffering.’ By the time of 
the Math and Mission Convention of 1926, while 
continuing to respond to emergencies such as fam- 
ine and disease, the movement had started to chan- 
nel resources into creating permanent institutions, 
which could serve those in need over far longer 
periods than short-term projects. 

In the years immediately after Independence, 
the Mission’s institutions provided an infrastruc- 
ture that aided the new administration’s efforts 
to combat social disadvantage, as is evident from 
the massive increases in the numbers of those 
passing through the Mission’s schools and hos- 
pitals. The award of the Gandhi Peace Prize to 
the Ramakrishna Mission in 1998 referred to, 
among other things, the Mission’s ‘focus on action 
and service. Accounts of the routine work of 
the Mission’s branches throughout India of the 
kind reported on the Belur Math website and by 
magazines such as Prabuddha Bharata and The 
Vedanta Kesari testify to what the Mission has 
brought to numerous, largely rural, and often 
remote regions of India through its schools, 
orphan care, and other interventions. 

Over a century since the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion’s establishment and in the light of the prom- 
inence of its work in India since its creation, it 
should not be forgotten that Swami Viveka- 
nanda’s dedication of the Ramakrishna Math 
and Mission to the systematic practice of sevd, 
service, understood as a form of sadhana, spiti- 
tual discipline, was not universally welcomed 
by some of the Ramakrishna’s devotees, includ- 
ing some members of the Math who questioned 
whether this was the ‘path’ Ramakrishna would 
have chosen.* What concerned those who resis- 
ted Swami Vivekananda’s vision for the Mission 
was that it did not appear to be in accord with 
previous tradition and practice. I suggest that it 
is important to recall this debate in this celebra- 
tory year because this debate serves to remind us 
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Swami Vivekananda's Room at Belur Math 


of the novelty of Vivekananda’s initiative at that 
time and, as I shall shortly argue, of the nature 
of ‘social service’ as a way of conceptualising 
voluntary service to others. 

Somewhat ironically, the style of practice that 
Swami Vivekananda sought to embed in the Math 
and Mission has also been criticised in certain 
influential scholarly studies that have questioned 
the possibility ofa Hindu philanthropic service to 
humanity of this kind, unless heavily influenced 
by Christian and European influence.’ Some of 
these judgements were clearly rooted in essen- 
tialist assumptions about what should constitute 
‘Hinduism; including that the Hindu tradition 
lacks the resources to respond dynamically to 
changing circumstances and needs. Swami Vive- 
kananda’s exposure to, and intensive interaction 
with, the United States and England, and mission- 
ary Christian influence, was deemed (wrongly) to 
signal his assent to this view. For other commen- 
tators, such as the Christian missionary-scholar 
John Farquhar writing in the late colonial period 
(1915),° Swami Vivekananda and the movement 
he had created were seen simply as a threat to 
both the progress of Christian mission in India 
and British political interests in India. Perhaps, 
even more pervasive has been the influence of 
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assumptions shaped by Marx and Durkheim, 
which held that religion, in general, would decline 
in importance, and that the Ramakrishna Math 
and Ramakrishna Mission represented little more 
than a transitory, imitative response to the impact 
of late-colonial pressures on India. From our cur- 
rent historical vantage point, the year in which 
the Mission is celebrating its 125th year, it would 
surely be premature, to put it mildly, to endorse 
the judgements of those who have expected it to 
prove no more than a transitory Hindu response 
born out of the pressures of colonialism. In fact, 
one scholar has referred to the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion, as created by Swami Vivekananda, serving 
‘as a kind of template, with a number of other or- 
ganisations styled along these lines emerging in 
the colonial and postcolonial period?’ 

In the remainder of this short article, I would 
like to suggest some reasons for the Mission’s 
durability and in the process underline the 
importance of ‘taking social service seriously’ as 
suggested in the title of this article. There has 
been some ambivalence about the use of the 
designation ‘social service’ expressed by some 
attached to the Ramakrishna Movement. Con- 
cerned that it might suggest that they are en- 
gaged in a secular, humanistic welfare provision, 
they have preferred to refer to ‘service’ or the 
fuller designation of ‘sadhana of social service’. 
In his history of the Ramakrishna movement, 
however, Swami Gambhirananda had no hesi- 
tation in categorising the type of activities pro- 
moted by Swami Vivekananda under the heading 
of ‘organised social service;* and, while making 
plain the motivation behind this practice, it is 
helpful to consider it within the wider category 
of ‘social service’ as this has come to be under- 
stood since the end of the r9th century. By this, 
I mean that voluntary ‘social service’ was signifi- 
cantly different from earlier forms of religiously 
inspired charity. It was taken up and became more 
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prevalent in Britain, the United States, and India 
during periods of considerable social upheaval 
resulting from factors such as industrialisation 
and the consequent mass movement of popula- 
tion, and colonial rule in the case of India.” The 
scale of need, for example, in Britain’s new indus- 
trial cities and in India during cycles of famine, 
was beyond the scope of older forms of chari- 
table action to meet, many of which had been 
undermined by disruptive social change.” Social 
service was also a product of increasing human 
capacity to intervene far more effectively to ame- 
liorate suffering and of a better understanding 
of its extent and causes through empirical study, 
which was also encouraged by a more optimistic 
expectation of being able to intervene effectively. 

I have offered the suggestion that we should 
‘take social service seriously’ when attempting to 
understand the nature of the work accomplished 
by the Ramakrishna Mission, partly to get away 
from the sterile debate about its putative indebted- 
ness to Christian influence. It also seems an appro- 
priate way in which to characterise much of the 
Mission’s work, but primarily I want to highlight 
the nature of Swami Vivekananda’ response to suf- 
fering in India, which had many of the features of 
evolving forms of social service. For example, his 
ideal of service was systematic in a way in which 
earlier expressions of charity, or giving, typically 
were not in that they frequently depended on 
the inclination and means of donors who might 
respond to what immediately confronted them. 
The Mission has been transparent in its activities 
and fund-raising. Its projects have reflected Swami 
Vivekananda’s understanding of the problems 
facing Indian society, which contained elements 
of what would now be regarded as a structural 
analysis, although there were limits to the extent 
of Swami Vivekananda’s programme for radical, 
social change. Over time, the Mission has encour- 
aged volunteerism, has worked with other partners 
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and agencies, voluntary, governmental, and inter- 
national, and some of its institutions have acquired 
international reputations, for example, in aspects of 
rural development, including training local leaders. 

Despite changing over a century or more as the 
voluntary sector has developed, the form of seva 
that became the hallmark of the Ramakrishna 
Mission has remained a religiously inspired form 
of social service rooted in Swami Vivekananda’s 
mediation of Ramakrishna’s teaching and Vive- 
kananda’s concept of serving the needy as God 
(daridra narayana, hence narayana seva and jiva 
seva, the service of beings).'* Much has been writ- 
ten about Swami Vivekananda’ intentions for the 
Ramakrishna Mission. His ideas were still evoly- 
ing in the final decade of his life and at times he 
voiced frustrations. I have increasingly become 
convinced that a brief statement he made in a 
reported dialogue of 1898 might well encapsu- 
late the possibilities he envisioned: ‘First of all 
comes the gift of food; next the gift of learning, 
and the highest of all is the gift of knowledge.” 
Although food is placed at the bottom of this 
hierarchy, it is, of course, of vital importance as 
are other fundamental material needs. It is clear 
from Swami Vivekananda’ statement that meet- 
ing these needs is the gateway to something more, 
a progressively deepening understanding fostered 
through learning. These priorities are reflected 
in the inaugural aims and objects of the Rama- 
krishna Mission Association (Sangha) of 1897 
and the Belur Math Rules framed under Swami 
Vivekananda’s direct influence.’® The Methods 
of Action set out in the aims and objects of the 
Mission continue to guide its work."* 

Aspiring to go beyond what earlier forms of 
charity were realistically able to achieve, and not 
limiting itself solely to responding to humani- 
tarian crises and meeting basic human material 
needs, the Ramakrishna Mission has been able to 
function as a voluntary social service agency and 
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adapt to changing times and needs. By offering 
seva as a sadhana, the Ramakrishna Mission has 
remained distinct from the numerous humani- 
tarian organisations that have come into being 
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over the last century. as 
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The Other Ramakrishna Mission 


Dr Alan Hunter 


ET ME START WITH A Tibetan story. Once 
a great yogi was invited to teach some ses- 
sions about meditation to a gathering of 
monks. In the end, he asked them: “What have 
you learned today?’ The seniors gave a good 
account of concentration and other topics. 
“Then you have wasted your time’, said the yogi. 
Finally, a 12-year-old boy, who was there to serve 
tea to the monks, spoke up: “You said: “Don’t 
shoot birds” “That’s it, at least you have under- 
stood. Come along with me. The boy went on 
to become a great Master. 

The title of this article needs a little explan- 
ation. The editor of Prabuddha Bharata kindly 
invited me to write a short piece on the ideals 
and activities of the Ramakrishna Mission. The 
invitation was a great honour; but the ideals of 
the Mission have been perfectly clear from its in- 
ception, and its activities are well documented, 
so I had no idea how to contribute. Then I re- 
membered reading an article many years ago, 
and I also misremembered its title as “The Other 
Ramakrishna’ So I decided to write about “The 
Other Ramakrishna Mission’ Later I discovered 
that the original article is in fact titled “Sri Rama- 
krishna, The Unknown” It is a wonderful piece 
of writing, difficult to summarise in a few words; 
I hope you get a chance to read it. Perhaps, fun- 
damentally its author is reminding us that there 
was a historical personage named Sri Rama- 
krishna about whom we have some biographical 
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data; but we are not really worshipping, study- 
ing, or being inspired by an organic body or even 
by a bright mind. Rather, devotees might feel a 
sense of transcendence or illumination associ- 
ated with ‘Sri Ramakrishna’ but not confined to 
his former physical being. They explore an un- 
known dimension. 

Incidentally, I am writing this piece in early 
Spring, in England. It is a beautiful time of year 
with fresh flowers and birdsong in the wood- 
land, and bright stars at night. A time to feel with 
gratitude the blessings of nature. I hope readers 
may also enjoy the beauty of the season, wher- 
ever they may be. Stars reminded me of the phil- 
osopher, musician, priest, and translator Marsilio 
Ficino (1433-99) who was a foundational figure 
of the Italian Renaissance, a transformational 
period in European history. The Platonic phil- 
osophy introduced by Ficino inspired artists, 
philosophers, scientists, and musicians includ- 
ing Leonardo da Vinci, Copernicus, Michelan- 
gelo, Botticelli, Galileo, and Monteverdi. It also 
opened channels through which Vedanta would 
reach the Western world several centuries later. 
For example, the professors Max Muller and 
John Henry Wright, important figures in the 
reception of Swami Vivekananda in Europe and 
the USA, were both very familiar with Plato.” 

Currents of mysticism and esoteric philo- 
sophy flourished in ancient Greece and Italy for 
many centuries, the most important surviving 
texts dating from about 400 BCE. They grad- 
ually declined, partly due to persecution by the 
Christian churches. Some survived in cities such 
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as Alexandria, Byzantium, and Baghdad. Pos- 
sibly the last centre operating in Europe was 
the Neoplatonic Academy of Athens, which 
was closed in 529 CE by Emperor Justinian. 
For almost one thousand years, a rather rigid, 
scholastic Christianity then dominated religion 
and philosophy. The Italian Renaissance is often 
taken as a marker of the end of this period, a trig- 
ger for the opening of modern Europe. 

The city of Florence (Firenze) was ruled in 
the mid-1sth century by Cosimo de Medici 
(1389-1464). Cosimo held the remarkable vi- 
sion that the culture of his time needed to be 
refreshed by new streams of wisdom. He sent 
scouts to many cities around Europe and the 
Mediterranean, as far as Syria and Egypt, seek- 
ing out ancient texts, scholars, and translators, 
which were to make Florence into a centre for 
esoteric studies. Cosimo appointed the young 
Ficino as a lead translator for most of the pre- 
cious manuscripts that flowed back to Florence: 
his translations included the complete works of 
Plato, the Corpus Hermeticum, and the works of 
the Alexandrian mystics Plotinus and Proclus. 
Ficino translated from ancient Greek to medi- 
eval Latin, the literary language used through- 
out Europe. The publications spread rapidly 
throughout Europe, especially in France, Italy, 
and Spain. They were further translated into 
modern European languages and formed the 
basis of almost all subsequent esoteric thoughts 
in Europe, and later in North and South 
America, until the end of the roth century. 

As a young man, Ficino had been disturbed 
by what he perceived as the degeneration of both 
‘learning’ (secular studies) and religion (ie. the 
Christianity of his time). About ‘learning’ he 
complained: “Learning has been largely handed 
over to the profane, whence it becomes the great- 
est instrument of iniquity and moral license, and 
is rather to be called malicious cunning’; and 
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Swamiji in San Francisco, 1900 


about Christianity ‘meanwhile the most pre- 
cious pearls of religion are often pawed by igno- 
ramuses who trample them underfoot like swine’. 
He appealed to his fellow citizens: 


Let us finally, I beg of you, liberate philosophy, 
the divine gift of God, from impiety if we can— 
and we can if we will—, and let us redeem holy 
religions, as far as strength permits, from abom- 
inable ignorance. I therefore exhort and im- 
plore all philosophers to reach out and embrace 
religion firmly, and all priests to devote them- 
selves diligently to the study of ... philosophy.’ 


A central tenet of the newly rediscovered 
texts is the doctrine that the Soul is immortal 
and divine. Ficino himself wrote: 
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Plato holds the soul to be a kind of mirror in 
which the image of the divine countenance is 
easily reflected. His scrupulous step-by-step 
search for God continually prompts him to 
turn towards the beauty of the soul, under- 
standing the famous oracle ‘Know Thyself” to 
mean above all that whoever desires to know 
God should first know himself. [Plato’s] two 
most important principles are: the pious wor- 
ship ofa known God, and the divinity of souls. 
These form the basis for all understanding of 
things, for every disposition of one’s life, and 
for all aspects of happiness.* 


For Ficino and his circle, such teachings were 
the essence of the Prisca Theologia, the essence of 
theology, a phrase later translated into English 
as the Perennial Wisdom. They display a distrust 
for knowledge gained only through the senses. 
According to Plato, such knowledge is inher- 
ently limited and untrustworthy, as the senses 
are unreliable, the conventional human mind 
biased, and the sense objects changing moment 
by moment.’ 

At the heart of the Platonic cosmos, there is 
a supreme “One; a perfect unity, a Goodness. 
Our cosmos is not a ‘neutral meaningless uni- 
verse emanating from electro-magnetic fields. 
The cosmos is alive, intelligent, harmonious, 
and divine.° Perhaps the direct perception of the 
‘One-ness’ is a rare achievement, gained only by 
purified souls. But the One does emanate other 
transcendent dimensions: a cosmic mind with 
the essential ‘seminal reasons’ or seed essences 
of all beings; and a world soul which manifests 
them into space, time, and perception. 

A special reverence is reserved for the 
heavens, our stars and planets. To our wise an- 
cestors, the most important temple, the most 
intense place of worship, appears to have been 
the night sky. Thousands of years ago, they found 
that the human mind was most elevated by con- 
templating asterisms such as the Pleiades, Sirius, 
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Orion, and the Dipper. This was not ‘astrology’ 
as it has come to be known, for example, the 
determination of auspicious dates or predictions 
from birth-charts. Rather, the stars and planets 
are taken as gateways or portals into higher 
levels of consciousness, points of contact with 
divinity, as deities or representations of cosmic 
harmony. We might find it rather strange, that 
so many now make enormous efforts and spare 
no expense to worship in man-made structures 
of stone and concrete, electric lights and ampli- 
fiers. One wonders how many of us spare a few 
hours to contemplate the celestial in its most 
pristine form; its invitation is silent. 

In Platonic theology, the contemplation of 
the stars and planets will help to lead our soul 
to purer levels of perception. The enlightened 
soul may perceive a pure intelligence of divine 
reality: which is first reflected in the cosmos 
in the domain of the stars and planets; and 
thence into the souls of human beings which 
therefore contain a trace of divinity. Spiritual 
development demands a radical departure from 
conventional faith and scripture-based religion. 
It is ‘an imaginal, visionary knowledge arising 
from the revelation and insight of individual 
experience, not imposed from institutionalised 
dogma or objective criteria.’ The word imagi- 
nal is important. One’s perceptions of divine 
intelligence may be most easily awakened by 
the power of imagination, by crystallising 
experience into images. Imagination in con- 
temporary usage has a rather negative connota- 
tion: it tends to mean personal fantasy, perhaps 
something unrealistic or escapism. Platonic 
mysticism however has great respect for an 
inherent imaginative faculty of the soul. This 
faculty allows us to resonate with celestial stars 
and planets (perhaps imaginal and not physical 
ones), gods and goddesses, wisdom streams, and 
ancient secrets. 
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Going deeper, the contemplation is on 
Light. Again, not the ‘physical’ manifestation 
of light that could be studied by laboratory in- 
struments. The light of the cosmos is intelligent 
and purposeful: it first dawns, then shines, illu- 
minates consciousness, and finally transfigures. 
Just as the physical Sun manifests in the world 
of the senses, so the hidden, intelligent light 
‘kindles the inner spiritual eye.* This is the spir- 
itual Sun, the light deity, which leads people 
through the arts and the imagination to higher 
truths. “The mind of man has the power to leave 
its proper abode and penetrate the innermost 
treasure of the sky.” 

After exploring and integrating insights from 
such as these, the soul matures, and unifies its 
perception, becoming pure and qualified for 
direct perception of divine truths. The cautious 
and creative use of images leads to a grasp of 
meaning; and anyway we cannot distance our- 
selves from this cosmos, as it is inscribed into our 
very being. We create our Cosmo-vision as we 
go through life. A Zen master explained: ‘When 
people see a painting, they know it is a painting. 
When I see the sky, I know it is a painting? The 
reason that this approach may be fruitful is that 
‘an innate knowledge about the gods is co-exist- 
ent with our nature, and is superior to all judge- 
ment and choice, reasoning and proof ”° That is, 
the starting point for the soul’s ‘ascent’ to divine 
knowledge is memory: not conventional human 
memory or memorising scriptures; rather, the 
soul’s innate but occluded memory of its own 
divine origin.” 

In one of the famous Greek myths, every 
soul, just before incarnation, is obliged to drink 
deep from the River Lethe, in a magical do- 
main at the portal to another lifetime. These 
are the ‘waters of oblivion’; after drinking, the 
soul’s knowledge is not entirely destroyed, but 
at least deeply hidden until such a time that a 
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devoted and fortunate soul comes upon the holy 
waters of Memory, anamnesis. Incidentally, this 
Memory that leads to divinity was also deified 
in Classical Greek ritual: it became the deity 
Mnemosyne, the Mother of the Muses, that is, 
the Origin of the arts of music, dance, medi- 
cine, astrology and so on. So these arts are far 
from frivolous or entertaining: understood and 
practised sincerely, they lead the soul back to 
Memory and freedom. Platonists had very high 
regard for music and for musicians, since music 
has a great capacity to inspire and elevate the 
soul. Also, they regarded music as one of the best 
analogies for the cosmos: Plotinus, the Hermetic 
philosopher, stated that ‘The Universe is One and 
a single Melody.” 

Before leaving the stars, it is interesting to 
note that two important words in the English 
language probably derived from the Latin word 
for star, sidus, of which the root is sider (found, 
for example, in the English word ‘sidereal’, rela- 
ting to stars or constellations). The first is desire, 
from the Latin desiderare. Many Romans be- 
lieved that if one truly wished for something, 
it was wise to sincerely ask for it from a star (de 
sidere). Desire can be commonplace, but in a 
purified form it is central to mystical philosophy: 
the Platonic eros, the soul's intense yearning for 
Self-knowledge and immortality. The second is 
consider. The Latin considerare probably came 
from an ancient practice of contemplating under 
the night sky (with the stars, con sidera). The 
message is clear: if you sincerely want something, 
if you want to understand something, turn your 
mind to the stars, or more accurately, take the stars 
as a path or gateway to a higher consciousness. A 
scholar of Ficino pointed out that this approach 
is not divination by stars; it is divinisation: the 
philosopher aims to become more divine as his 
or her consciousness absorbs the celestial har- 
monies and inmost light.”* 
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Well, how is this connected to the Rama- 
krishna Mission? Are there any implications 
for our meditations or spiritual practices? First, 
we might say that whatever we understand of 
the Ramakrishna Mission, or anything else for 
that matter, is provisional and limited, if we rely 
only on the evidence of our senses. Of course, 
empirical knowledge has its worthy place, and 
we purify our perceptions through logical in- 
quiry and rationality. But a deeper knowledge 
lies elsewhere. And perhaps few of us will reach 
a direct perception of Ultimate Reality, the One, 
a vision that appears to be reserved for a handful 
of great souls. 

However, according to Ficino and others, 
there is something like a Spirit that somehow 
links our earthly selves with the higher realms 
of consciousness. It is also known as the Quintes- 
sence of consciousness: the quintessence being the 
Fifth Element (beyond earth, water, fire, and air), 
the ethereal self, the bindu point of the mandala, 
if we choose to consider our cosmos as mandala. 
Such contemplation is not against logic and rea- 
son, but it is beyond them. It lies within the in- 
herent imagination of the soul. Here, we may 
give rise to many vibrant thoughts during our 
periods of reflection. In this realm, they arise 
like birds; or we might say, not that ‘T’ give rise 
to thoughts, but Nature itself shows them to me. 
Some are perhaps like crows and vultures, which 
also have their right to live. Some are songbirds 
with new melodies. Then maybe the greater spe- 
cies. We might even meet a wondrous entity, or 
force-current in the soul, which embodies the 
mysteries of Ascension: known by some as Ava- 
tar or Saviour, it opens a channel between earth 
and heaven, between lower and higher selves, for 
others to pass through. As such thoughts come 
and go, sometimes we may wish to ignore them, 
but also sometimes to fly with them as they lead 
us beyond our normal horizons. 
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At least, let’s not shoot the bright birds. In 
these realms, they may allow us to share a higher 
vision, to catch sight of the ‘seminal reasons; the 
deeper inner truths or essences, of earthly, visible 
forms. There we might feel the presence of the other 
Ramakrishna Mission. Surely, it will not be far 

from the presence of the unknown Ramakrishna, 
or from the seeds of light spread around the world 
by others ‘unknown’ to us. And it can only en- 
liven our appreciation of the wonderful work 
done by those tireless workers in medical care, 
disaster relief, and other charitable fields, about 
whom the poet Kahlil Gibran wrote: “Through 
the hands of such as these God speaks, and from 
behind their eyes He smiles upon the earth? o& 
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A Magnet for Intellectuals and Artists: 
The Influence of the Ramakrishna Mission 


in the West 


Jeffery D Long 


The Ramakrishna Mission and the 
Vedanta Society 
HE RAMAKRISHNA MISSION and the 

Vedanta Society are two distinct organi- 

sations. Both were established by Swami 
Vivekananda in the last decade of the nine- 
teenth century, during a period of intensive 
activity that has been dubbed ‘cyclonic’" The 
Vedanta Society was actually the first of these 
organisations to be established when Swamiji 
founded the Vedanta Society of New York in 
November of 1894. The Ramakrishna Mission 
was founded nearly three years later, in May of 
1897, after Swamiji’s triumphant return from his 
first journey to America. 

However, while these two organisations re- 
main distinct, the Ramakrishna Mission and 
the Vedanta Society are often popularly seen 
as, respectively, the Indian and international 
branches of the same broad spiritual move- 
ment. Both are run by the swamis of the Rama- 
krishna Order whose headquarters are located 
at Belur Math, near Kolkata, in India. Both 
are dedicated to promulgating the vision of 
Swami Vivekananda and his guru, Sri Rama- 


krishna. Generally, both could be referred to 
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jointly—along with the wider global penumbra 
of persons inspired in various ways by Sri Rama- 
krishna and Swamiji—as integral elements of 
the ‘Ramakrishna Movement’. 

The distinction between the two organisa- 
tions, however, is not merely geographic, even 
if they are widely spoken of as being really two 
parts of the same movement. The work that each 
carries out is distinct in nature, though there is 
certainly considerable overlap in this regard 
as well. The Ramakrishna Mission is primarily 
devoted to activities related to education, health 
care, and poverty relief. It runs institutions such 
as schools, hospitals, and orphanages with the 
aim to carry out Swami Vivekananda’s vision 
of karma yoga, or seva, which refers to selfless 
service to God in the form of suffering living 
beings. Service to Daridra Narayana, or God 
in the form of the poor, is its chief mandate. Its 
schools, of course, teach spiritual values, and its 
students learn about the life and teachings of Sri 
Ramakrishna, the Holy Mother Sarada Devi, 
Swami Vivekananda, and other great figures 
of the Ramakrishna Movement. But they are 
schools in a comprehensive sense and are by 
no means limited to spiritual instruction. They 
cover a whole array of educational topics in their 
curricula. Moreover, they are open to students 
of all backgrounds, regardless of caste or creed. 
This is of course entirely in keeping with the 
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teachings of Swami Vivekananda. Education is 
a central focus of the work of the Ramakrishna 
Mission because one of the surest ways for a per- 
son to escape from poverty is to receive the self- 
empowerment that comes from education. 

The Vedanta Society, on the other hand, while 
being global in its reach, with centres around the 
world, is located mainly in more affluent na- 
tions, such as the United States. Its focus is less 
on poverty relief and more on spiritual instruc- 
tion. By way ofa broad generalisation, one could 
say that India has spiritual teaching in abundance, 
but its people are in great need of material aid. 
The West, on the other hand, has material wealth 
in abundance—though this is certainly not equit- 
ably distributed—but stands in need of Vedantic 
teaching. This, at least, was Swami Vivekananda’s 
way of seeing things. This is why he established 
the Ramakrishna Mission in order to meet, pri- 
marily, the physical needs of the people of India, 
and the Vedanta Society to meet, primarily, the 
spiritual needs of the people of the West. 

This is, of course, a very broad pair of gener- 
alisations. There are plenty of people in India 
who are not drawn to spiritual teaching of any 
kind, and plenty of people in the West who face 
the harsh realities of poverty. But the larger 
trend remains, even more than a century after 
Swamiji’s lifetime, that it is India which stands 
chiefly in need of material support, and the 
West which faces crises that are of a more spiri- 
tual nature. The Ramakrishna Mission and the 
Vedanta Society are thus each oriented towards 
these respective needs. 

That being said, it is certainly not the case 
that spiritual teaching is absent in the work of 
the Ramakrishna Mission, nor that the Vedanta 
centres in the West do not engage in any kind 
of relief work. Indeed, as India’s afuence grows 
and as the West faces its own economic chal- 
lenges, it is likely that the distinction between 
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these two organisations and their respective 
missions will grow less and less. Both organisa- 
tions are in any case devoted to both goals, as 
expressed in the words of Swami Vivekananda: 
‘Atmano moksartham jagat hitaya ca; for one’s 
own liberation and for the welfare of the world? 
Both are animated by the same vision. 


The Influence of the Vedanta Society 
in America 


If we can speak then, broadly, of the Vedanta 
Society as coextensive with the Ramakrishna 
Mission, while bearing in mind the historical dis- 
tinctions between these two organisations, we can 
say that the Ramakrishna Mission, through its 
Western branch, the Vedanta Society, has exerted 
a great deal of influence in the Western world.” 
The extent of this influence is quite stagger- 
ing when one looks beyond the membership of 
the Vedanta centres in, for example, the United 
States, and to the transformations in the culture 
of America that can be traced back to the exist- 
ence of these centres. Certainly, Hindu teachers 
from lineages other than that of Sri Ramakrishna 
and Swami Vivekananda have also exerted an in- 
fluence on American culture. But a number of 
Hindu influences in American culture do have a 
clear Vedantic provenance, such as the inclusion 
of Vedantic themes in the popular Star Wars films. 
Interestingly, however, most Americans are 
unaware of the extent to which various Hindu 
philosophies, including Vedanta, have come to 
permeate their culture, particularly their popular 
culture: movies, music, and so on. As religion 
scholar Vasudha Narayanan has noted: ‘Ameri- 
cans may not know it, but they’ve long been em- 
bracing Hindu philosophy:* Why is this the case? 
The answers to this question are complex 
and include reference to such unpleasant reali- 
ties as racism and religious bigotry, as well as 
the deliberate appropriation of Hindu ideas and 
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practices by some who then pass those ideas and 
practices off as their own, as can be observed in 
some quarters of the global yoga community. 
In the case of Vedanta in particular, though, 
there is another aspect of this phenomenon of 
unconscious Hindu influence that is worth men- 
tioning. Throughout its existence, but especially 
in the early and middle portions of the twenti- 
eth century, the Vedanta Society in America has 
been a magnet for intellectuals and artists: people 
who today might be dubbed cultural ‘influencers’ 
It is not the case that these individuals nefari- 
ously passed off Vedantic ideas as their own. They 
were, in fact, all quite open about their Vedantic 
allegiances. However, given that the Vedantic 
ideals which they held dear came to permeate all 
of their work, and indeed their entire approach 
to life, it was inevitable that others who enjoyed 
their work picked up on certain themes and 
concepts but without fully grasping that these 
themes and concepts were Vedantic in origin. 
Major intellectuals and artists who were 
drawn to Vedanta, and whose work later came to 
influence others who were less directly connected 
with it, including such luminaries as Christopher 
Isherwood, Aldous Huxley, J D Salinger, Joseph 
Campbell, and Huston Smith. Isherwood and 
Huxley were both initiated into Vedanta by their 
guru, Swami Prabhavananda, the founder of the 
Vedanta Society of Southern California, which 
remains a very central and important hub of the 
Vedanta movement in America today. Salinger 
and Campbell, on the other hand, were both 
close to Swami Nikhilananda of the New York 
Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Center, while Smith 
had a connection to the Vedanta Society of 
St. Louis, Missouri.’ All of these men were in- 
fluential writers who had a considerable impact 
upon the generations that followed them: par- 
ticularly the generation that came of age during 
the rise of the counterculture of the 1960s, which 
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Swami Prabhavananda (1893-1976) 


was a period of especially strong Hindu influence 
in America. Isherwood, Huxley, and Salinger 
were all novelists who wrote books infused with 
Vedantic themes (though not always explicitly 
about Vedanta, due to which their readers were 
not always aware of the origins of the appeal- 
ing ideas that they found in the works of these 
authors). Campbell and Smith were scholars of 
religion who were similarly influential. 

Again, none of these figures made any se- 
cret of their Vedantic affiliations. Isherwood, in 
fact, jointly authored several translations, with 
his guru, of important Vedantic texts, such as 
the Bhagavad Gita and the Yoga Sutras, as well 
as independently authoring one of the most 
accessible books on the life of Sri Ramakrishna 
in the English language, Ramakrishna and His 
Disciples, and an autobiography titled My Guru 
and His Disciple. Huxley presented Swami Vive- 
kananda’s ideas about universal religion in his 
groundbreaking book-length essay, The Perennial 
Philosophy. And while Salinger was an intensely 
private man, he permitted the Ramakrishna- 
Vivekananda Center of New York to release his 
correspondence with Swami Nikhilananda after 
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his death, allowing 
the world to see 
the closeness of his 
relationship with 
his guru. 

A particularly 
strong example, 
though, of how Ve- 
dantic influence 
passed from one of 
these major figures 
to the wider public 
(without the wider 


public realising the 
source of this influ- 
ence) is the relationship between religion scholar 
Joseph Campbell and film director George 
Lucas. In terms of Vedantic influence, Campbell 
was quite close to the Vedanta Society. Indeed, 
he aided Swami Nikhilananda in his transla- 
tion of the Svi Sri Ramakrishna Kathamrita 
into English as The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna. 
The influence of Vedanta pervaded his schol- 
arly works to such a great degree that Pravrajika 
Vrajaprana has written that ‘no reader of Joseph 
Campbell can escape Sri Ramakrishna.” 

One of these works was a book on archetypal 
images and narrative themes in traditional myth- 
ologies called The Hero with a Thousand Faces. A 
young George Lucas read this book and became 
determined to create a great American epic myth 
in film. The result was Star Wars, which has had 
a huge, multi-generational following in America. 
In popularity, the Star Wars films are probably 
only comparable to the music of the Beatles— 
another conduit through which Hindu ideas 
have come to pervade Western society. 


Conclusion 


By serving as a magnet for intellectuals and 
artists—people in a position to influence the 
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ideas, morals, and ways of life of millions of 
Americans—the Vedanta Society has exerted 
a massive, albeit largely unknown, influence 
upon Western culture. The Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion—or rather, its global twin organisation, 
the Vedanta Society—has thus had an influ- 
ence on the world as a whole that is difficult to 
calculate or quantify, going, as it does, beyond 
mere numbers of formal adherents and exten- 
ding into cultural attitudes and dispositions 
whose sources are often unknown to those who 
hold them. The indirect influence of serious 
Vedanta practitioners with wide cultural reach 
has shaped American society in ways that are 
often unrecognised, either in India or the West. 

This influence is nevertheless real, and an 


PB 


important part of the story of America. = OW 


References 


1. By, among others, Sukalyan Sengupta and Ma- 
karand Paranjape in the title of their edited vol- 
ume The Cyclonic Swami: Vivekananda in the 
West (New Delhi: Samvad India, 2005). 

2. Much of this influence is documented in my 
book, Hinduism in America: A Convergence of 
Worlds (London: Bloomsbury, 2020). What 
follows is drawn largely from my research for 
that book. 

3. Vasudha Narayanan, ‘Americans May Not Know 
It, but They've Long Been Embracing Hindu 
Philosophy’, Quartz India (6 February 2018) 
(https://qz.com/india/1199543/americas-long- 
and-complex-relationship-with-hinduism/, ac- 
cessed 27 May 2022.) 

4. The geographic locations of these important 
figures are not insignificant, as they illustrate 
the extent of the Vedanta Society’s reach in the 
United States, encompassing both the East and 
West Coasts (New York and Los Angeles) and 
the Midwest (St. Louis). 

5. Pravrajika Vrajaprana, ‘Vedanta in America: 
Where We’ve Been and Where We Are’, 
(https://vedanta.org/2000/monthly-readings/ 
vedanta-in-america-where-weve-been-and- 
where-we-are/, accessed 27 May 2022.) 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


299 


The Mission in America 


Anna Hourihan 


HEN SWAMI VIVEKANANDA was 

in America, he wrote to his brother 

monks in India that ‘wherever the 

seeds (of the Master’s teachings) will fall there it 

will fructify, be it today or in a hundred years: It 

has now been 125 years since the founding of the 

Ramakrishna Mission. As it continues to grow 

and prosper in India and in the West, we see that 

Swami Vivekananda’s prophetic words have been 
verified yet again. 

As a devotee of the Holy Trio for forty 
years, I have benefited, along with thousands 
of other Westerners, from the presence of the 
Ramakrishna monks and the Vedanta centres 
that they manage here in North America. And so, 
Iam grateful for this opportunity to join in cele- 
brating the 125th anniversary of the Ramakrishna 
Mission and to express my heartfelt gratitude for 
the spiritual teachings, presence, and support that 
the Mission has made possible for us in the West. 

Swami Vivekananda was the founder of a 
number of key centres here in America. It’s inter- 
esting to note that this was not his initial purpose 
for coming to the United States. His true mission 
was subsequently revealed to him about a year 
after his arrival when he stated: ‘I have a message 
to the West as Buddha had a message to the East.” 


Why Swami Vivekananda Came 
to the West? 


What brought Swamiji to America in the first 
place? According to Marie Louise Burke (Sister 
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Gargi)—as mentioned in her research work on 
Swamiji, Swami Vivekananda in the West: New 
Discoveries—the reasons were mainly twofold: 


1) to raise funds for the development of his work 
in India, and incidentally to provide for his self- 
support during his stay in this country, and 
2) to give the American people correct ideas of 
Hinduism, to combat the current misconcep- 
tions regarding India, and to inculcate the spirit 
of tolerance.” 


When Swami Vivekananda made his first 
debut at the World Parliament of Religions in 
Chicago in 1893, the standing ovation he received 
should have given him some hint of a greater pur- 
pose and destiny. The unexpected response indi- 
cated a genuine need, hunger, and readiness for 
spirituality that was awaiting him in the West. 

However, it wasn’t until the end of 1894 that 
he had a clear understanding of his mission and 
realised that the original intent for coming to 
America was not the main one, but a means to 
get him to America. 

Swamiji felt encouraged by the reception he 
received from earnest seekers and desired to teach 
American disciples: “Here is a grand field. ... where 
on earth is there a better field than here for propa- 
gating all high ideas ?° He travelled widely in the 
United States lecturing in many major cities, par- 
ticularly in the Midwest, East Coast, West Coast, 
and as far south as Memphis, Tennessee. The 
major cities he visited were: New York City; Bos- 
ton and Cambridge in Massachusetts; Chicago, 
Illinois; Detroit, Michigan; Madison, Wisconsin; 
Minneapolis, Minnesota; Des Moines, Iowa; Bal- 
timore, Maryland; Washington, D.C.; Memphis, 
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Tennessee; San 
Francisco, Oakland, 
Hollywood and Los 
Angeles in Cali- 
fornia. He stated: 
‘My intention is to 
do something per- 
manent here.* 
According to 
Sister Gargi, Swami 


Vivekananda ‘plan- 
ted the seeds of spiri- 
tuality deep in the 
hearts of innumerable human beings, changing the 
course of their lives forever’” and ‘his deeper pur- 
pose was to fulfil the divine function of a prophet 
among the people of the Western world, mingling 
with as many as possible and blessing all”° 

Swamiji himself said that he did not ‘lecture’; 
he ‘gave’. In his inimitable way, he expressed his 
desire to effectively convey the ideas of Vedanta 
to Westerners in a letter to Mr Sturdy: ‘J want to 
give them dry, hard reason, softened in the sweet- 
est syrup of love and made spicy with intense work, 
and cooked in the kitchen of Yoga, so that even a 
baby can easily digest it?” 

The establishment of Vedanta centres headed 
by Ramakrishna monks was the way to continue 
what Swamiji himself had started. He needed an 
organisation to train monks for this purpose and 
to serve the needs of India. With this realisation 
of the requirement for an organisation, Swamiji 
founded the Ramakrishna Mission in 1897. The 
motto of the organisation represented the goal: For 
one’s own liberation and for the welfare of the world. 

Although I have never been to India, I have 
benefited from the presence of Ramakrishna 
monks who have continued the work of Swami 
Vivekananda in the various centres that he esta- 
blished. The very first time I heard the principles 


of Vedanta from my teacher, who was the student 
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of a beloved Ramakrishna monk, they struck a 
deep chord within. It was this connection that sig- 
nalled the beginning of my spiritual life. A vital re- 
quirement for spiritual life is holy company; there 
is no substitute for it. The Ramakrishna Mission 
has been successful all these years in providing it. 
A review of the early beginnings of the Rama- 
krishna Movement in America will help in 
understanding its foundations here. 


Vedanta Centres in America 


As noted, Swami Vivekananda travelled all over 
the country and either started centres or planted 
the seeds for Vedanta centres in many major 
cities of America where he lectured. 

With Swamiji’s realisation of his mission for 
the West, he requested several of his brother 
disciples to join and assist him. Among the 
direct disciples of Sri Ramakrishna who came 
to America were Swamis Saradananda, Abheda- 
nanda, Turiyananda, and Trigunatitananda. 


Swami Saradananda 


Swami Saradananda, on the request of Swamiji, 
joined him in London in 1896 and then a few 
months later went on to New York. For the 
next two years, he gave lectures in New York, 
Maine, and Massachusetts including Boston and 
Cambridge. He returned to India in 1898 when 
Swamiji called him back to be the first Secretary 
of the Ramakrishna Order where his exceptional 


administrative skills were put to use. 


Swami Abhedananda 


In 1896, Swamiji also brought Swami Abhedan- 
anda to London for the work there. The follow- 
ing year, Swami Abhedananda went to New York 
City to take charge of the Vedanta Society, which 
had just been started. He attracted many due 
to his great scholarship, keen intellect, and gift 
as an orator. He was also a writer. He lectured 
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in New York and throughout New England. 
He spent three months on a lecture tour on the 
West Coast in the winter of 1901-02. He later 
moved to California in 1919. After his success 
in America, he returned to India in 1921, where 


he established the Ramakrishna Vedanta Math. 


Swami Turiyananda 


On his return to America in 1899, Swami Viveka- 
nanda was accompanied by another brother 
disciple, Swami Turiyananda, who he had per- 
suaded, with great effort, to help him with the 
Vedanta work in America. Swami Turiyananda 
originally went to assist at the New York Vedanta 
Society. Since he was of a deeply meditative type 
and had the bearing of a true yogi, he was not as 
suited to lecturing as the monks who came be- 
fore him. On acknowledging this, Swamiji asked 
Swami Turiyananda just to be himself—he in- 
spired all by his mere presence. 

In February 1900, Swami Vivekananda arrived 
in San Francisco. That same year, he founded 
The Vedanta Society of Northern California. He 
stayed in the Bay area and attracted thousands to 
his lectures. In a letter to Swami Abhedananda, 
he said: ‘I am trying my best to get one of you for 
a flying visit to this coast; it is a great country for 
Vedanta.’ Swamiji decided Swami Turiyananda 
would be his successor, saying to his students in 
San Francisco: ‘T have lectured to you on Vedanta; 
in Turiyananda you will see Vedanta personified.” 

There was a desire among the members for 
a secluded place away from the city to practise 
spiritual disciplines. A property in northern Cali- 
fornia was offered to Swamiji by a member of 
the New York Vedanta Society for this purpose. 
Swami Turiyananda named the property Shanti 
Ashrama. Soon after arriving in California, he 
went there with about ten Vedanta students to 
establish a retreat. Swami Turiyananda was there 
for most of his two-year stay in California. He 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


Sh 


==. 


nee s 
a 


LZ yn - KF 


Swami Turiyananda (1863-1922) 


left in June 1902 due to health issues, and an over- 
whelming desire to see Swamiji who had little 
time left on this plane. To his great distress, Swami 
Turiyananda arrived too late in India to be able to 
see his beloved brother monk. Swamiji, before his 
passing, had already arranged for Swami Triguna- 
titananda to take over for Swami Turiyananda. 
Swami Turiyananda never returned to the West. 


Swami Trigunatitananda 


After Swami Trigunatitananda arrived in Cali- 
fornia in 1903, he moved the main centre to 
the city of San Francisco. Within a few years, 
he started collecting funds for the building of 
a temple. The temple, in its architecture, was to 
symbolise the idea of harmony of all religions. It 
became the first Hindu temple built in America 
and survived the 1906 earthquake that devas- 
tated three-quarters of the city. It has recently 
been totally renovated. Swami Trigunatita- 
nanda’s accomplishments were many: 


The swami worked incessantly to establish the 
Society on a firm foundation. He held annual 
month-long retreats in Shanti Ashrama, gave in- 
numerable classes and lectures, performed ela- 
borate special worships, published a magazine, 
Voice of Freedom, founded a monastery and a 
convent, established a spiritual retreat, and, most 
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importantly, built up 
the spiritual lives of 
those in his care.’ 
He also started 
a Vedanta Society 
in the Los Angeles 
area. His work 
ended with his 
death in 1915. 
These five direct 
disciples of Sri 


Ramakrishna spent 
years in America 
and left their mark as not only great expound- 
ers, but also exemplars of the Vedanta teach- 
ings. They thereby created a solid foundation 
for Vedantic principles and the continuation of 
the work that Swamiji envisioned. 

As Swamiji felt the call to leave his beloved India 
and travel to the West, so have many other swamis 
of the Ramakrishna Mission followed in his foot- 
steps. These monks were willing to leave all that was 
familiar and sacred for a foreign land with a totally 
different social and materialistic culture. The sacri- 
fices, including the isolation, especially for the early 
swamis to this country, no doubt have been justi- 
fied by the growth of the Vedanta movement here. 


Synthesis of East and West 


Another of Swami Vivekananda’s discoveries 
was that the West also had something other than 
monetary assistance to offer the East. He visu- 
alised the synthesis of East and West: ‘I am to 
create a new order of humanity here. His words 
speak for themselves: 


I believe that the Hindoo faith has developed 
the spiritual in its devotees at the expense of the 
material, and I think that in the Western world 
the contrary is true. By uniting the materialism 
of the West with the spiritualism of the East I 
believe much can be accomplished.”° 
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By combining some of the active and heroic 
elements of the West with calm virtues of the 
Hindus, there will come a type of men far su- 

: : 11 
perior to any that have ever been in the world. 


Conclusion 


Swami Vivekananda planted the seeds for a 
great spiritual flowering in the USA, which con- 
tinues to spread the teachings of Vedanta. For 
the Indian diaspora—those Indians who have 
emigrated to the USA—Swamiji has provided 
an opportunity to maintain, or in some cases, to 
discover their spiritual roots. 

The number of Vedanta centres run by Rama- 
krishna monastics in America has grown to 21 
with two retreat centres. There are two centres 
which have convents along with monasteries. 
In addition, there are unafhliated centres which 
are managed either by lay devotees or monas- 
tics (nuns or monks), with at least one resident 
monastic member. 

We are grateful to see the increasing number 
of centres and to know that the liberating ideas 
of Vedanta are becoming more evident in our 
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modern thinking as time goes on. ow 
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Holy Mother—The Stimulating Force 
Behind the Ramakrishna Order 


Dr Ruchira Mitra 


T WAS THE END OF March 1890. Holy Mother 
| Sri Sarada Devi was visiting Bodh Gaya. The 

sharp contrast between the opulence of the 
Buddhist monastery and the straitened circum- 
stances of the Ramakrishna Math hit her hard. 
She noticed how comfortably the sadhus of the 
Buddhist monastery lived, and her heart wept for 
her impoverished monastic children. Later, she 


narrated her reaction to her disciples: 


Ah, how much I wept, how often I prayed to the 
Master! That is why now you see all these mon- 
asteries, established by his grace. Immediately 
after his passing away, his disciples renounced 
the world and sought out a dilapidated shelter. 
But soon after, they began to wander about in- 
dependently. I felt very sad and prayed to the 
Master: ‘O Master, you came down to earth, had 
fun with a few companions, and then departed 
happily. Was that the end of everything? If so, 
what was the need of your assuming a human 
body and going through all this suffering? I 
have seen many sadhus at Varanasi and Vrin- 
davan who live on alms and seek shelter under 
trees. ... | cannot bear the sight of my children, 
who have renounced everything in your name, 
going from door to door for a morsel of food. I 
fervently pray to you that those who give up the 
world in your name may not lack simple food 
and clothing. Let them live together, with you 
and your teachings as their centre. Those who 
are afflicted with the sorrows of the world will 
come to them and obtain peace by listening to 


Dr Ruchira Mitra is a researcher in Ramakrishna- 
Vivekananda literature based in Kolkata. 
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your teachings. That is the purpose of your ad- 
vent, isn’t it so? I cannot control myself when 
I see them drifting about. Afterwards, Naren 
(Vivekananda) slowly organised all this.’ 


Rarely do we find the true purpose of Sri 
Ramakrishna’s incarnation so clearly defined! We 
tend to forget that Holy Mother’s heart-rend- 
ing prayer—simple yet forceful and unambigu- 
ous—started the ball rolling for re-establishing 
the Sanatana Dharma, for which Sri Rama- 
krishna incarnated. Each prayer reveals her 
firm grasp and conviction about the uniqueness 
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of Sri Ramakrishna’s message and its future 
possibilities, and her earnestness for having a 
permanent monastery for her spiritual sons.” 
Besides, Mother's four-point appeal to Sri Rama- 
krishna, uttered as four aphorisms, demonstrates 
her infinite motherly love and solicitude for Sri 
Ramakrishna’s [and her own] disciples and devo- 
tee-children. A close look proves that her prayers 
were not idle fancies of her heart. 


First Aphorism 


As explained’ by Swami Budhananda of revered 
memory, Holy Mother’s first aphorism was: ‘I 
fervently pray to you that those who give up the 
world in your name may not lack simple food 
and clothing’ Dharma cannot be practised on an 
empty stomach. Hence, Mother prayed for this 
primary condition to guarantee that the purpose 
of re-establishing the Sanatana Dharma does 
not become futile just for lack of food. 


Second Aphorism 


Holy Mother’s second aphorism was: “Let them 
live together, with you and your teachings as 
their centre.’ Once, in Kashipur, Sri Rama- 
krishna revealed: ‘God becomes man, an Ava- 
tar, and comes to earth with His devotees, and 
the devotees leave the world with Him. ... A 
band of minstrels suddenly appears, dances, and 
sings, and it departs in the same sudden man- 
ner. They come and they return, but none rec- 
ognises them.” This revelation pleases us, but 
it doesn’t fulfil the purpose of re-establishing 
the Sanatana Dharma! We may safely visualise 
that through her second prayer, Mother virtually 
said: No way! ‘I came, Iam going!’—such tricks 
won't work. O Master, please don’t forget that 
you have taken so much trouble to incarnate, 
to practise so much austerities and to accept the 
sins of people! Now you cannot leave just like 
that! True that you are out of your mortal coil 
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now. But you cannot depart. In Krishna incarna- 
tion, you promised: 


ARPA ARIAT Sea: TEA | 

BIA At fet Taled F TAled 

dat Gaara stat Hferqeta | 

aalt ghaari d aa argratied & It 

With their minds fixed on Me, with their life 
absorbed in Me, enlightening each other and 
ever speaking of Me, they are contented and 
delighted. To them ever devout, worshipping 


Me with love, I give the discrimination by 
which they come to Me.’ 


They will live together with you, with your 
teachings as their centre. If you are not there 
with them, from where will they get their sus- 
tenance? You have to be with them. Only with 
your living presence, the benign and auspicious 
power of the sangha will manifest! 


Third Aphorism 


Holy Mother’s third aphorism was: “Those who 
are afflicted with the sorrows of the world will 
come to them and obtain peace by listening to 
your teachings. The Gopis told Krishna: 


Wea Tole S ARST AT: 
O Lord, your nectar-like words relieve the burn- 
ing misery of afflicted souls. Your words, which 
poets have sung in verses, destroy the sins of 
worldly people forever. Blessed are they who 
hear of your vast glory. Blessed are those who 
speak of you. How unparalleled is their bounty!® 


The goal of life is determined by Sri Rama- 
krishna once and for all: ‘God-realisation’. Until 
that happens—until worldly life is structured 
God-wise—life is “tapta jeevanam; burning 
misery. Sri Ramakrishna said: 
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I say to people (householders): “Do this as 
well as that. Do your worldly duties and call 
on God as well’ I don’t ask them to renounce 
everything. ... It is not good to force oneself 
into renunciation. ... Those who have not yet 
come to the end of their enjoyments should 
not renounce the world. ... They should try to 
perform their duties in a detached way. ... You 
should renounce the world only in mind..” 


The number of people in this category is 
the maximum. How do they stick to the path 
of God? They should go to the fortunate few 
whose worldly ties have been cut by the grace 
of God and who are leading a blissful life out- 
side the boundaries of worldly existence—the 
inheritors of Sri Ramakrishna’s divine life and 
teachings. Evidently, the basic purpose of the 
existence of the Math is the guidance by monks 
to the householders. Otherwise, do monks need 
an organised Math for themselves? 


Fourth Aphorism 


Holy Mother’s fourth aphorism was: “That is the 
purpose of your advent, isn’t it so?? With these 
words Mother virtually said: Your advent itself 
is the lifeline and source of hope for all the cate- 
gories of God-seekers: “arto jijnasur artharthi 
jnani ca; the afflicted, the seekers of knowledge, 
seekers of wealth, and people imbued with 
wisdom.” Your advent is not like a flash of light- 
ning, but like the eternally pure sunshine! 


Sangha-janani 


Holy Mother got a direct command from the 
incarnation of the supreme Godhead: “You will 
have to do a lot. See, the people of Calcutta are 
crawling like worms in the dark. Do look after 
them. What has this one done? You will have to 
do much more.” He also taught her eight man- 
tras and said: “These are siddha mantras. Many 
people will come to you for initiation. Initiate 
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them with these 
mantras.” And 
thus ordained, she 
prepared herself for 
the task by under- 
taking the austere 
panchatapa. Then 
with her natural 
motherly love, she 
accepted her role as 
the Sangha-janani. 
As her field of work 
was vaster, she truly 
did much more 
than the Master 
for awakening the spirituality of the common 


people! Her disciples numbered more than a 
thousand, and hailed from near and far—Cal- 
cutta, Jayrambati, and their neighbourhoods as 
well as from East Bengal and North Bengal! 

It is an indisputable fact that Sri Ramakrish- 
na’s monastic disciples were all spiritual dynamos. 
But they were scattered all over India, practising 
hard austerities, and engaged in holy wander- 
ings like the traditional sadhus. Because of Holy 
Mother's ardent appeal to the Master, they all 
came together and established a veritable cen- 
tralised powerhouse of spiritual force called the 
Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission. 

Lifelong, Holy Mother exerted supreme 
effort to see the Ramakrishna Order well- 
established and ably managed. Many problems 
of the ashramas were placed before her and in 
each case, she suggested practical remedies. She 
was very clear about the mission of the Master. 
Whenever any conflict came between idealism 
and practicality, she exerted her clear-sighted 
supremacy—either to rein in the enthusiasm 
of her children or to remove practical doubts 
about the running of the organisation. Some 
well-documented incidents prove this: 
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When Kolkata was afflicted with the plague 
epidemic, Swami Vivekananda started a relief 
mission. In those early days of the Math, the 
fund for undertaking any major relief work was 
not at all sufficient. So Swamiji decided to sell 
off the newly acquired land at Belur, which was 
meant for the establishment of a permanent 
abode for Sri Ramakrishna. When the mat- 
ter was brought to Mother, she said with firm 
determination: “How is it, my son? How can you 
think of selling off the land at Belur? The land is 
pledged in the name of the Master. You do not 
even have the authority to sell it? She added: 
“There is such huge work of the Master yet to 
be done. His work is going to spread all over 
the world, and will go on for many decades and 
centuries! Should Belur Math end with a single 
social work? Swami Vivekananda immediately 
understood the sagacity of Mother’s argument 
and felt ashamed. He muttered: “What idiotic 
mistake I was about to commit!’ Mother didn’t 
allow the future spiritual provision of millions 
to be foiled by unrestrained and extravagant 
generosity ona single occasion!"* 

Though the Advaita Ashrama at Mayavati on 
the Himalayas is dedicated to non-dualism, a 
shrine room containing the photo of Sri Rama- 
krishna was established and regular worship was 
being conducted with flowers, incense, and the 
like. Swami Vivekananda vehemently denounced 
this dualistic tendency. A sadhu in that ashrama 
believed in dualistic worship and appealed to the 
Holy Mother as a final resort. Mother replied: 
‘Sri Ramakrishna was all Advaita. Why should 
you not follow your Guru? All his disciples are 
Advaitins. The Mother’s support of Swamiji’s 
decision had the desired effect, and the shrine 
was wound up.” 

A sadhu complained to Mother that it was 
not befitting a monk’s life to work in hospitals, 
sell books, keep accounts, and the like; the 
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Master had done no such thing and hence, the 
monks should engage in such practices as wor- 
ship, japa, and meditation, as all other works 
deflect the mind from God. Having heard it all 
through, the Mother said finally: 


If you don’t work, with what will you occupy 
yourself day and night? Is it possible to meditate 
and do Japa all the twenty-four hours? You get 
your food just because you have engaged your- 
self in some work here. Otherwise, would you 
not be moving from door to door for a morsel 
of rice? Everything shall go on as the Master 
ordains. The Math will run as it is doing now. 
Those who can’t put up with this will clear out.” 


Some of the patients, who came to the chari- 
table dispensary at Koalpara, had the means to 
purchase medicines; yet utilised the opportunity 
of free check-ups and medicines. Discovering 
this, the head of the ashrama approached the 
Mother with the request that she might sanc- 
tion the discontinuance of such practice. But she 
stretched her vision beyond that of an ordinary 
mortal and said that anyone who came to beg 
must be considered needy and as such should 
not be turned out. The dispensary continued to 
be open to all."* 

When Swamiji sought Holy Mother’s per- 
mission and benediction before starting for 
America, there appeared before her the vision 
of the vast field of the Master’s work. Though 
she knew that Swamiji’s future was to carry out 
Sri Ramakrishna’s message to the world, how 
could a mother let her son go abroad under un- 
certain conditions? But she kept aside her mis- 
givings and granted her consent. Elated, Swamiji 
said: ‘Now everything is fixed up. The Mother 
too wishes me to go.” A few years later, when 
Swami Saradananda went to Jayrambati for seek- 
ing the Mother’s blessings before starting for 
America, she wiped her tears with one hand and 
with the other she blessed the Swami and said: 
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“The Master is protecting you forever, my son, 
there is nothing to fear’”® 

The disciples sometimes used to argue 
with the Master, but there was unquestioned 
obedience to Mother’s decisions. During the 
Durga puja in the Math, Swamiji and others 
were arranging for the customary animal sacri- 
fice. Mother dissuaded them by saying that as 
sannyasins they were to give protection to all 
beings and should not kill any animal.’” Thus, 
she settled the issue for all times to come. 

When a servant was driven out by Swamiji 
for stealing, the man ran to the Mother at 
Udbodhan for shelter; the Mother kept him 
there and fed him. That afternoon, when Swami 
Premananda went to her, she said: “‘Baburam, 
this man is very poor. He was impelled by his 
poverty to do as he did. Should Naren on that 
score scold him and drive him out? The world is 
full of misery. You are monks who realise very 
little of it. Take him back’ Swami Premananda 
tried to impress on her that this would displease 
Swamiji. Mother then said with some emphasis: 
‘T say, take him back with you. As Swami Prema- 
nanda entered the Math compound with the 
man, Swami Vivekananda burst out: “Look at 
Baburam’s thoughtlessness; he has brought that 
fellow again’ Swami Premananda then explained 
everything which silenced him.”* 

A Brahmachari did something wrong and knew 
that he would be turned out of the Math. Full of 
fear, he at once left for Jayrambati. The Mother 
heard his case, gave him two pieces of clothes and 
had a letter written to Swami Shivananda advising 
him not to take any action against him. She kept 
the boy with her until the reply came. Swami Shi- 
vananda replied: ‘I shall not take any step against 
him. Kindly send him over here’ When the boy 
returned, Swami Shivananda held him fast in an 
embrace and said: ‘How now, my boy? You went 
to the High Court to complain against me?” 
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Such incidents were too many to enumerate 
even a fraction of them! 

It is an irrefutable fact that the Holy Mother’s 
willpower launched the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion as the centre of meditation, knowledge, 
philosophy, and work—the fourfold path to 
God-realisation—with the motto to generate 
all-around welfare. She was the person who gave 
this ideal a permanent form, a sense of authori- 
tativeness, dependability, authenticity, and total- 
ity. Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi’s wholesome 
and farsighted love bound and nurtured the nas- 
cent spiritual order to raise it to the worldwide 
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institution that it has become today. oe 
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The Ramakrishna Family 


William Davis 


CAME TO SRI RAMAKRISHNA when I was 
| thirty. Iam now 80. Thus I have been in the 

Ramakrishna family for 50 years—2/sths 
(40%) of the 125-year duration of the Rama- 
krishna Order. Why do I call it a family? Every- 
where I have gone that is connected to the 
Ramakrishna order, I have been treated like a 
relative who is visiting a family member. 

This began at the Vedanta Society of New 
York. Of course, I didn’t know it at the time, but 
I arrived there more or less on the rooth anni- 
versary of Holy Mother arrival at Dakshineswar 
for the first time in 1872. An auspicious coinci- 
dence. When I walked through the door the very 
first time, Jeanne Genet, a long-time member 
standing by the door, greeted me as if I was a vis- 
iting dignitary. The chapel was so low-key. This 
helped allay suspicions I had that this might be 
some kind of a con taking advantage of unwary 
Westerners looking for the exotic. It was ‘sattvic’ 
a word I hadn't yet learned. I was in search of 
the ‘meaning of life} and had read in the writ- 
ings of an Indian saint that the only way to settle 
one’s doubts about the existence of God was to 
meet a holy person. I had hoped to meet a man 
by the name of Ralph Houston, who was the 
head of a society called Agni Yoga, but on the 
basis of my birth time, birth location, and signa- 
ture, he sent me instead to the Vedanta Society. 
What a great good fortune! That evening there 
was a class on the Bhagavadgita, a scripture I had 


William Davis, a retired psychologist, is associated 
with Vedanta Societies in the USA. 


298 


not heard of. A tape was played of a lecture given 
by Swami Pavitrananda many years prior. I had a 
hard time understanding the talk, but I felt abso- 
lutely certain in my heart that the man giving the 
talk was sincere to the backbone. He was sitting 
in the back of the chapel and, as we filed out, 
each had the chance to greet him. I asked him if 
I could meet with him privately. He just waved 
me off, smiling. Courtenay Olden, another long- 
time devotee standing nearby, explained to me 
that he wanted to first see if I was sincere and that 
I should attend for a while. What irony! She ex- 
plained that his health was not good and he had 
to be careful about how he expended his energy. 

So I started coming twice a week. I hit it off 
in particular with a man sitting in the back with 
the recording equipment, Bill Conrad. He had 
a scientific mind which appealed to me as I was 
in a doctoral program in social psychology and 
was struggling to finish my dissertation. I had 
lots of questions and he had plenty of answers. 
Through him, I began to meet the other regulars. 
They were an unpretentious group of people, at 
that time mostly not Indian. They all seemed 
quietly and deeply committed to this spiritual 
path. They were friendly but somewhat shy. On 
Sundays, before the talk, a man by the name of 
John Schlenck sat at a keyboard and played slow 
movements from the Baroque. I had a particular 
love for the music of this era and so was de- 
lighted. I told him how much I loved this music. 
He responded by saying that he felt this music 
particularly embodied the spirit of Vedanta. 
He said: “You have perfect taste in music. He, I 
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learned, was a professional musician, but chose 
not to pursue a public career. His compositions 
were mainly connected to Vedanta. He sup- 
ported himself by playing for dance classes. He 
and Bill were both to become very good friends. 
Eventually, I would have dinner with the two 
of them every Tuesday evening before the talk. 
John would cook and I would wash the dishes. 
We would always talk about Vedanta. Bill liked 
to argue and so did I and so it was often very 
lively. John didn’t love to argue but he was very 
smart and could quickly get to the right solution 
when Bill and I disagreed. 

Another person I met there was Stanley 
Quinn. He was a retired printer and had come 
after his wife died, looking to assuage his grief. 
There was a circle of young women who were 
staunch devotees and were all eager to serve. 
They called him, ‘Poppa Bird’ One day he said 
something that I liked very much. He said: “There 
are no people like Vedanta people. [have thought 
a lot about this assertion. I feel it’s true and it is 
probably the reason there is a worldwide Rama- 
krishna family. Once a person accepts God-re- 
alisation as the goal of life, it changes what one 
wants out of social interaction. All of us in the 
Ramakrishna family share this goal—this ideal. 

At the lowest level, people pretend to be 
something they are not for the sake of some 
secret agenda. Perhaps a few misfits are doing 
this but they don’t last long. At a higher level, 
often in social groups, there is a competition to 
be most liked or most admired. Of course, we 
come with all our ‘angularities, as Jeanne Genet 
used to say, but our ideal is to overcome them. 
Sri Ramakrishna taught us that we must over- 
come the ‘unripe’ ego. If our ideal is ¢o give rather 
than #0 get, how smoothly do things go between 
people? If one believes oneself to be the ego, 
then naturally one wants to enhance that ego 
with external things such as pleasure, money, 
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and praise. If one’s goal is 
to find that reality hidden 
by this false ego, then one 
is eager to subdue it. Sri 
Ramakrishna has taught 
us to seek holy company 
and so we want connec- 
tions with other people 
for the sake of that. With 


such people, we want to 


share things that inspire 
us and hear about what 
inspires them. We are no 


Swami Pavitrananda 


longer valuing the six P’s: 
pleasure, power, position, possession, popularity, 
and praise. In any case, we are trying to overcome 
our tendency to seek these things. 

Thus I found social relations at the Vedanta 
Society to be very congenial. Soon after I finally 
met with Swami Pavitrananda (this took six 
months), he took me under his wing, gave me 
a sacred word to repeat, guided my reading and 
answered my many questions. I felt that he had 
accepted me. That we all held Swami Pavitra- 
nanda in high esteem, solidified the bond bet- 
ween us. He was our spiritual father and we 
were his children. 4 family. In a broader sense, 
Sri Ramakrishna and Holy Mother are the father 
and mother of the Ramakrishna family. Swamis 
Vivekananda and Brahmananda are our elder 
brothers. The holy quartet. And we the devotees 
are the worldwide children bonded together in 
familyhood. But not just these four. The lives 
and conversations of the other direct disciples, 
monastic and non-monastic, are part of a trea- 
sure house of priceless family heirlooms. But not 
just these either. Second and third-generation 
devotees are the subject of inspiring stories and 
are part of our family legacy. But not just these 
either. The great devotees of Hindu tradition are 
also inspiring figures in this movement. 
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But this family is not one of those families that 
has a tight wall around it where you are either in 
or out. It’s a permeable wall. Because Sri Rama- 
krishna taught us that all religions are valid paths 
to God, great devotees of all traditions are sources 
of inspiration. And people of other traditions are 
looked upon with a friendly eye by people in the 
Ramakrishna family. I was born to Jewish parents 
but had very little practice of Judaism. Now that 
I’m on the path to God, the great Baal Shem Toy, 
a revolutionary Jewish mystic of the 18th century, 
has attracted my interest. I love to talk about him 
with a high school friend, Myles Hopper, who 
was raised Orthodox and flirted with Chassi- 
dism. I feel warm towards anyone on a spiritual 
path. I love that my barber, a Christian, has exu- 
berant devotion. 

Early in the Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, he 
advises M. to go into solitude and think of God. 
I asked Swami Pavitrananda about this. He ad- 
vised that I spend time at the Vedanta Society for 
my solitude. I began, after this conversation, to 
take a day off from work once a month and do 
handyman stuff at the Society. This brought me 
into the inner workings of the Society, particu- 
larly with the many people doing service there. 

With my wife and sons, now and then I would 
visit my Mom who lived in St. Louis. I took this 
opportunity to go to the Vedanta Society there. I 
remember how comfortable I felt. I was inspired 
by the fire of Swami Satprakashananda and felt 
regret that I had not found him while growing 
up in St. Louis. 

One summer in the 70’s I visited Marshfield, 
the summer retreat at that time for the Boston 
Vedanta Society. A few NY devotees were there 
and it felt like an extension of the NY centre. 
Swami Sarvagatananda accepted me as if I was 
a part of the group all along. George, who 
was a caretaker there, took me under his wing 
and became a role model for me. ’m now a 
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caretaker at the Vivekananda Retreat, Ridgely, 
in Stone Ridge, NY. 

Seven years after I first joined, my family 
travelled to California and visited my sister in 
Oakland. The Vedanta Society in Berkeley was 
nearby and I visited Swami Swananda there. He 
answered a nagging question, putting my mind 
at rest. That I was a disciple of Swami Pavitra- 
nanda meant the world to him. This made me 
feel enfolded by the grace of Sri Ramakrishna. 

In 2001 I travelled to India and stayed at Belur 
Math. There were devotees from all over the 
world staying at the International Guest House 
and we immediately clicked. I enjoyed meeting 
devotees from Mauritius (an island east of Mada- 
gascar). I had wonderful meetings with Swami 
Shuddharupananda (Prakash Maharaj), whom 
I had known in NY before he joined the Order. 
When on retreat at the Vivekananda Retreat, 
Swami Atmarupananda would constantly quote 
Swami Bhajanananda. I became very eager to 
meet him. When I visited Belur, we did meet 
and he was amazingly frank and personal with 
me. It proved to be a very inspiring meeting. I 
loved that he placed such importance on prayer. 
I also met with Swami Smaranananda, who 
was at that time the General Secretary. He was 
very affectionate, witty, and supportive. They 
were treating me like a relative who was visiting 
after a long absence. I also took many side trips. 
Tapan Maharaj in Jayrambati befriended me and 
treated me also like I was part of the family. 

I visited Ramakrishna ashramas in many 
places in India in 2001 and 2008 and in all I 
was given the kind of welcome given to family 
members. The same has happened in the many 
Vedanta societies in the USA. It’s like Sri Rama- 
krishna said: Hemp smokers, when they meet, 
are so pleased that they embrace one another. 
We Ramakrishna devotees are like fellow hemp 
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Ramakrishna Mission and 
Women Empowerment 


Gitanjali Murari 


ISHNU’S INCARNATIONS, generally 
referred to as dasdvatara or ten incarna- 
tions, begin with non-human forms before 
the first hint of man appears in the Narasimha 
or the man-lion incarnation. Thereafter, Vishnu 
incarnates in the male gender, first as Vamana, 
the dwarf sage, followed by Parashurama, the 
fierce axe-wielding brahmin. Parashurama is 
succeeded by Rama, Krishna, and Buddha—all 
born in the Kshatriya or warrior caste with no 
trace of femininity. It is only in Sri Ramakrishna, 
who Swami Vivekananda declared the most 
complete incarnation or ‘avatara varisthaya’,' 
that we see an astonishing blend of both mascu- 
line and feminine forces in a male form. 

Born less than two hundred years ago, Sri 
Ramakrishna invoked the Divine Mother as the 
prime moving force behind all incarnations. It is 
not surprising then that his first formal spiritual 
guide was a woman. Bhairavi Brahmini, highly 
qualified in the scriptures, was an advanced 
spiritual aspirant. In his Sri Ramakrishna—tThe 
Great Master, Swami Saradananda describes 
their teacher-student relationship as one bet- 
ween a mother and her child, full of tender affec- 
tion and far beyond the purview of ordinary 
man-woman relations. Viewing all women as the 
embodiment of Mother Kali, Sri Ramakrishna 
offered them the same homage he paid to the 


Gitanjali Murari is a media professional and writer 
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deity in the temple. This attitude extended to 
his wife Sri Sarada Devi as well, thus sanctifying 
their conjugal bond. 

To understand the significance of Sri Rama- 
krishna’s worship of Kali with regard to gender 
dynamics, we need to delve deeper into his atti- 
tude. Brahmachari Akshaychaitanya gives this 
vivid description: 


The Master used to remain absorbed in the 
thought of the Divine Mother. As such, he con- 
sidered himself to be the Divine Mother's maid- 
servant. Discerning this mood of the Master, 
Sarada would joyfully dress him up as a beauti- 
ful woman. She would don him with woman’s 
attire and ornaments. In these moments, Sarada 
too would become one with the Master’s spiri- 
tual mood—she would become the female 
companion of the Master, who considered him- 
self to be the Divine Mother’s maid.” 


Sri Ramakrishna was not the first in a long 
line of devotees to identify himself as a woman 
in his relationship with God. To obtain intense 
spiritual love, Vaishnavas have walked the Radha- 
Madhava path for centuries emulating the gopis, 
the cowherdesses of Vrindavan, whose passionate 
and pure love for Lord Krishna has been the sub- 
ject of innumerable poems and stories through 
the ages. Mystics from other cultures too have 
described their desire for God as the bride’s 
yearning for the bridegroom. God in this form 
of worship is the all-powerful male, command- 
ing the romantic longing of his female devotee. 
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Sri Ramakrishna’s identification with a female 
companion of the Divine Mother, however, tran- 
scended the gender barrier. Swami Vivekananda 
in his lecture, My Master, says of his guru: 


Having been born in a masculine body, this 
man wanted to bring the feminine idea into 
everything. He began to think that he was a 
woman; he dressed like a woman, spoke like a 
woman, gave up the occupation of men, and 
lived in the household among the women of a 
good family, until, after years of this discipline, 
his mind became changed, and he entirely for- 
got the idea of sex; thus the whole view of life 
became changed to him.’ 


Asserting that Kali sported within him and 
with him, Sri Ramakrishna, through his unique 
worship, firmly established the feminine prin- 
ciple as the instigator of all actions, thereby clari- 
fying that She could not be limited to the role 
of the acquiescent consort of a male deity. “The 
Primordial Power is ever at play; he said. ‘She 
is creating, preserving and destroying in play, 
as it were. This Power is called Kali?+ Further, 
to his disciple Narendranath, the future Swami 
Vivekananda, he explained: ‘She is Knowledge 
Absolute, the Inscrutable Power of Brahman. By 
her mere will She has given birth to this world’® 
Much later, Swami Vivekananda confessed to 
his English disciple Nivedita: ‘Ramakrishna 
Paramahamsa dedicated me to Her (Kali) and 
now I believe She guides me in everything I do. 
... She made a slave of me.® 

This clearly points to the truth that every- 
thing in this universe or rather the universe itself 
is imbued with Shakti or the feminine power. 
A legendary incident attributed to the life of 
Mirabai, the 16th century mystic, demonstrates 
this well. While in Vrindavan, Mirabai went to 
the ashrama of Jiva Goswami, a famed Krishna 
devotee, with the hope of meeting him. But 
the Goswami politely refused, sending her the 
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message that sannyasis or male renunciates did 
not interact with women. Making a play on the 
word ‘purusa which refers both to the Atman 
as well as to the human male form, Mirabai sent 
back the response that Krishna was the only 
Purusa in the whole world, and everyone else 
His handmaiden. This opened Jiva Goswami’s 
eyes and he hurried to meet her. 

By bringing the worship of Mother Kali to 
the forefront and viewing all women as Her 
manifestation, Sri Ramakrishna established 
the primacy of womanhood and struck at the 
decaying roots of a society that treated women 
with contempt, as mere child-bearing machines. 
When Swami Vivekananda travelled to the west, 
he became even more acutely aware of the pa- 
thetic condition of Indian women. ‘Oh, how 
free they are!’ he said of American women. 
‘It is they who control social and civic duties. 
Schools and colleges are full of women, and in 
our country women cannot be safely allowed to 
walk in the streets.” Intuiting the significance of 
Holy Mother Sarada Devi’s life and its impact 
on Indian society in the near future, he wrote 
in a letter dated 1894 to his brother-disciple 
Swami Shivananda: “Why is it that our coun- 
try is the weakest and the most backward of all 
countries ?—Because Shakti is held in dishonour 
there. Mother has been born to revive that won- 
derful Shakti in India; and making her the 
nucleus, once more will Gargis and Maitreyis be 
born into the world.* 

Several social reforms for the upliftment of 
women, such as widow remarriage, the ban on 
sati, and so on had already been initiated. As 
far back as 1848, Savitribai Phule and her hus- 
band Jyotirao Phule opened a school for girls 
in the state of Maharashtra. But these efforts to 
emancipate women had not been able to pene- 
trate every section of society, let alone the en- 
tire country. The majority of women remained 
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dependent on a man’s kind- 
ness. The reforms—few and 
far between—had not em- 
boldened them to resist in- 
justices and fly, unafraid, in 
the face of convention. But 
this was about to change. 
The rising Shakti, Swamiji 
perceived, would flood 
every corner of the country 
and would require to be har- 
nessed. Only education— 
secular combined with the 
study of scriptures—could 
give direction to this un- 
bridled energy. A band of 
women educated in this manner would be in an 
ideal position to guide those oppressed for cen- 
turies. Strong character forged along intellec- 
tual, moral, and spiritual lines would help others 
stand on their own feet. 

In a letter to Swami Ramakrishnananda, 
dated 1895, Swami Vivekananda wrote: 

There is no chance for the welfare of the world 

unless the condition of women is improved. It 

is not possible for a bird to fly on only one wing. 

... Hence, in the Ramakrishna Incarnation, the 

acceptance of a woman as the Guru, hence His 

practicing in the woman’s garb and frame of 
mind, hence too His preaching the mother- 
hood of women as representations of the Divine 

Mother. ... Hence it is that my first endeavour is 

to start a Math for women. This Math shall be 

the origin of Gargis and Maitreyis, and women 
of even higher attainments than these.? 

The seed of intention, carried in a letter from 
America to faraway Calcutta, soon germinated. 
In 1898, Sister Nivedita opened her school for 
girls in Calcutta, fulfilling Swami Vivekanan- 
da’s cherished wish that Indian girls receive an 
education of as high a standard as that given to 
American girls. “Every American woman has far 
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Sri Sarada Math, Dakshineswar 


better education than can be conceived of by the 
majority of Hindu women; he said. “Why can- 
not we have the same education? We must.”° 
Nivedita’s school also became the refuge of the 
first sannyasini or female renunciate, and thus 
served as the first headquarters of the nascent 
Sri Sarada Math. While the school slowly began 
to find acceptance, it was only much later, on 2 
December 1954, that Sri Sarada Math formally 
came into being. 

According to Swami Vivekananda’s vision: 
“Women must be put in a position to solve their 
own problems in their own way. No one can or 
ought to do this for them.” Sri Sarada Math 
separated from the Ramakrishna Math in August 
1959, thereafter functioning independently with 
its own board of trustees. The determined efforts 
of the fledgling Ramakrishna Mission more than 
sixty years ago finally bore fruit when, in May 
1960, the sannyasinis set up the Ramakrishna 
Sarada Mission, and along with the Sarada Math, 
began disseminating spiritual, cultural, and edu- 
cational knowledge amongst women and chil- 
dren all over India. Girls, whether rich or poor, 
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Ramakrishna Sarada Mission Sister Nivedita Girls' School, 
Baghbazar, Kolkata 


could now access secular education and also the 
highest spiritual knowledge that had so far been 
denied them. 

The rapid rise of Shakti became apparent for 
all to see after India’s independence. Govern- 
ment and privately funded schools ensured the 
spread of education, reaching the girl-child in 
all corners of the country. The Indian woman 
wasted no time in catching up with her sisters in 
the West, and today, as Swamiji had dreamed, she 
stands bold, capable of taking decisions concern- 
ing her life. Women’s empowerment, however, 
gave rise to gender conflict which still remains 
a big concern all over the world. Men, in trad- 
itional as well as in relatively more modern soci- 
eties of the West, are having trouble adapting to 
the new gender equation. This friction is slowly 
enabling the understanding that emancipation, 
when exclusive to one gender, becomes the cause 
of social instability. 

Swami Ranganathananda cites Betty Fried- 
man, the American women liberationist’s 
example in his lectures on the Universal Message 


of the Bhagavad Gita: 
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Her famous book, The Feminine Mys- 
tique, began this liberation move- 
ment. Now, after twenty years, 
families are breaking down, children 
have no parents, and so many prob- 
lems are arising in American society ... 
this very lady ... writes a second book, 
The Second Phase (of the Liberation 
Movement). There she quotes the re- 
marks of many women, who have been 
liberated from the household and the 
kitchen, and are in high employment. 
But they complain that they have not 
achieved real liberation; we are still 
treated as an item among items in in- 
dustry. ... Betty Friedman, therefore, 
gives one or two ideas, which are old 
ideas put in a new context. And the first prin- 
ciple, she says, is, there is no women’ liberation 
apart from men’ liberation ... we think we can 
do it alone, but we cannot. ... You will have 
to carry others also with you; nobody will be 
happy otherwise; women will not be happy, 
men will not be happy. Of course, children will 
never be happy in such a situation.” 


Men too are in the process of sloughing off 
false notions of manliness. In India, thousands 
of not-for-profit organisations work in the area 
of social and gender-based injustice. Some have 
understood that the condition of women will be 
improved ata faster pace when men become will- 
ing partners in the cause. Started in 1993, MAVA 
(Men Against Violence and Abuse) is one of the 
first men’s organisations in the country to work 
towards ending violence against women. 


Men have to be involved not as supporters (or 
do-gooders) but as partners and stakeholders. 
And they would be seriously involved only if 
they are convinced that the problem affects 
them equally, that it is a problem of all gen- 
ders. Men’s domination over women has come 
at a price, of not having the freedom to laugh 
and cry, to befriend one’s children and spouse, 
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to be vulnerable, to share. ... Men need to ap- 
preciate that by stopping or preventing any 
form of gender-based violence against women, 
they will not only enable empowerment of 
women and promote a gender-just society, 
their partnership with women will improve 
their quality of life.” 


This paradigm shift was inevitable, for it is 
natural that the welfare of women, the embodi- 
ments of Shakti, paves the way for the welfare of 
the world. Its impact is visible in the expansion 
of the term ‘gender’ going beyond the binary 
to include a wide spectrum. Feminism too has 
taken note of these changes and evolved accor- 
dingly. Gloria Jean Watkins (1952-2021), better 
known by her pen name ‘bell hooks’ (Watkins 
preferred this name in lowercase letters to put 
the focus on the content of her books rather 
than herself), defined contemporary feminism 
as follows: 


‘Feminism is a movement to end sexism, sexist 
exploitation, and oppression: The above quote 
defines feminism as having a set of essential 
goals, as American author and social activist 
bell hooks understands them. Significantly, 
there is no mention of any gender. In achiev- 
ing these goals, possibilities open up, of bene- 
fits and responsibilities being shared by female, 
male, and non-binary individuals equally across 
society. According to this model, men, indeed 
anyone, can be a feminist.’ 


This is in line with Swami Vivekananda’s 
highly progressive views. In a letter dated 1898, 
he said: ‘It is our natural right to be allowed to 
use our own body, intelligence, or wealth ac- 
cording to our will, without doing any harm to 
others; and all the members of society ought to 
have the same opportunity for obtaining wealth, 
education, or knowledge. 

The stream of empowerment that issued 
forth from the arrival of Sri Ramakrishna and 
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Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi continues to be 
buoyed by the efforts of the Ramakrishna Mis- 
sion. From the time of its inception in 1897, the 
Mission continues to honour Shakti, proving 
through its various educational and training 
activities that the great work of the feminine 
Divine is to establish equality on one true 
foundational principle, that of Herself. “From 
the very date that he was born has sprung the 
Satya-Yuga (Golden Age)’, Swami Vivekananda 
wrote of Sri Ramakrishna in a letter dated 1895 
to Swami Ramakrishnananda. ‘Henceforth, 
there is an end to all sorts of distinctions. ... 
The distinction between man and woman, be- 
tween the rich and the poor, the literate and 
illiterate, Brahmins and Chandalas—he lived 
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to root out all’’® as 
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REPORTS 


Headquarters 


Srimat Swami Smarananandaji Maharaj, Presi- 
dent, Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna 
Mission laid the foundation stone for a new 
building at Belur Math on 7 November, the 
birthday of Swami Vijnananandaji Maharaj. The 
building proposed to come up near the main gate 
will house a reception desk and a visitors’ room. 

Ina significant and welcome development, the 
Headquarters acquired the sacred and historical 
Alambazar Math in Kolkata. Alambazar Math, 
as is well known, served as the second monastery 
of our order, from November 1891 to February 
1898, and is sanctified by the stay of almost all 
the monastic disciples of Sri Ramakrishna. The 
building, however, is in a very dilapidated con- 
dition. After the necessary civil works, a branch 


of the Ramakrishna Math will be started there. 


New Mission Centre 


Following the taking over of Sri Ramkrishna 
Vivekananda Ashram, Sahudangi Hat, a new 
branch centre of the Ramakrishna Mission 
has been started there. The handing-over cere- 
mony was held on 27 November in the pres- 
ence of 700 devotees. The address of the centre 
is ‘Ramakrishna Mission, P.O. Sahudangi Hat, 
Dist. Jalpaiguri, West Bengal 735135; phone num- 
ber: 86384 78294, and email id: <sahudangi@ 
rkmm.org>. The Ashram was founded in 1959. 


News of Branch Centres 


Sri Basavaraj Bommai, Chief Minister of Karna- 
taka, presented Amrita Mahotsava State Award 
to Ramakrishna Ashrama, Mysuru at a func- 
tion in Bengaluru on 1 November in recogni- 
tion of the centre’s service activities. The award 
consisted of a citation, a gold medal and a cash 


prize of five lakh rupees. 
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An old picture of Alambazar Math, Kolkata 


Sri Jagdeep Dhankhar, Vice President of India, 
visited Ramakrishna Mission Vivekananda 
Smriti Mandir, Khetri on 19 November. 

As part of its centenary celebrations, 
Ramakrishna Mission Vidyapith, Deoghar 
held a reunion of its former students from 25 
to 27 November. Swami Suhitanandaji presided 
over the inaugural function of the programme. 
The reunion saw enthusiastic participation of 
500 alumni along with their families. 

Ramakrishna Math, Chengam held a day- 
long programme on 28 November to mark the 
taking over of Sri Ramakrishna Trust, Chengam, 
and starting of a branch of the Math there. Also, 
the temple of Sri Ramakrishna was rededicated 
with special worship on that day. Srimat Swami 
Gautamanandaji Maharaj, Vice-President, 
Ramakrishna Math and Ramakrishna Mission 
and Adhyaksha, Ramakrishna Math, Chennai, 
presided over the public meeting which was at- 
tended by 60 monks and 3,000 devotees. The 
news of starting of the centre was announced in 
the last month’s Bulletin. 

Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama, Guwahati 
observed Janjatiya Gaurav Divas (Tribal Pride 
Day) at a school in Borgaon, Dist. Morigaon, 
on 15 November. 
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A USG machine was installed at the dis- 
pensary of Ramakrishna Math (Yogodyan), 
Kankurgachhi on 20 November. 

A student of class 9 and another of class 10 
in the school of Ramakrishna Mission Sevash- 
rama, Kozhikode won the first prize at the state 
level in a quiz competition conducted by the 
Kerala Forest Department. Another student 
of class 5 won the first prize at the district level 
in the Ramayana Recitation competition con- 
ducted by the Government of Kerala. 

The newly built Sri Ramakrishna Temple 
at Ramakrishna Ashrama and Ramakrishna 
Mission Sevashrama, Baliati, Bangladesh, was 
consecrated on 5 November, the birthday of 
Swami Subodhanandaji Maharaj. Special wor- 
ship, oma, a colourful procession and public 
meetings were held from 4 to 6 November. Mr 
Zahid Maleque, Minister for Health and Family 
Welfare, Government of Bangladesh, and many 
other dignitaries, monks, and devotees took part 
in the consecration ceremony. 

Smt. Anuradha Yahampath, Governor of East- 
ern Province, Sri Lanka, visited Ramakrishna 
Mission, Batticaloa, a sub-centre of Colombo 
centre, on 10 November. 


Values Education and Youth Programmes 


Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama, Belagavi held 
(i) a three-day residential workshop for teachers 
from 23 to 25 September in which 40 teachers 
from government schools took part, (ii) a youths’ 
convention on 18 October attended by 800 
youths, and (iii) a half-day workshop for parents 
on 30 October in which 500 parents participated. 

Ramakrishna Mission Vidyalaya, Coimba- 
tore held (i) eight youths’ conventions from 19 
October to 19 November in which a total of 870 
school and college students took part, and (ii) a 
two-day teachers’ convention on 28 and 29 October 
which was attended by 31 teachers from 11 schools. 


Prabuddha Bharata January 2023 


Ramakrishna Mission, Sahudangi Hat, West Bengal 


Ramakrishna Mission, Delhi conducted 20 
workshops on values education in offline mode 
and 3 in online mode, from 27 October to 26 No- 
vember. In all, 1114 school teachers from different 
parts of India participated in these workshops. 

Ramakrishna Math, Lucknow held a seminar 
on the topic “Swami Vivekananda’s expectations 
from Indian youth’ on 18 October which was at- 
tended by a few eminent speakers and 200 youths. 

Ramakrishna Math, Madurai conducted 
two personality development camps on 16 and 
26 November in which respectively 150 engin- 
eering students and 117 higher secondary school 
students took part. 

Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama, Ranchi- 
Morabadi held youth conventions in 23 schools 
of Ranchi and its nearby districts from Septem- 
ber to November in which a total of 5,219 people, 
mostly students, took part. 

Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama, Salem 
conducted values education programmes at two 
colleges in Salem district from 8 to 17 November 
in which a total of 492 students participated. 

Ramakrishna Mission Swami Viveka- 
nanda’s Ancestral House and Cultural Centre, 
Kolkata, held two workshops for the youth, 
and a convention each for prisoners and police 
trainees in September and October. In all, 951 
youths, prisoners, and police trainees took part 
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SRI RAMAKRISHNA ADVAITA ASHRAMA 


(A Branch of Ramakrishna Math, P.O. - Belur Math) 
Ashrama Road, Kalady - 683 574, Ernakulam Dist., Kerala 
Email: kalady@rkmm.org Ph: 0484 - 2462345 


AN APPEAL TO THE DEVOTEES AND WELL-WISHERS FOR FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE 
TO RENOVATE TWO STAFF QUARTERS BUILDING UNITS. 


Dear Devotees / Well-Wishers, 
Namaste. 


Sri Ramakrishna Advaita Ashrama, Kalady, Kerala, is one of the oldest centres of the Ramakrishna Order. 
It was started by Swami Agamanandaji Maharaj in the Holy birth place of Sri Adi Shankaracharya in the year 
1936. The centre has Universal temple of Bhagavan Sri 
Ramakrishna, Brahmanandodayam Schools from 
Kindergarten to +2, Gurukulam Hostel for poor Students, 
Swami Vivekananda Computer Training and Typewriting 
Institute and a Public Library. 


We have a dedicated team of staff and many of them 
— = are staying in the Ashrama premises, ready to serve and 
participate in the service activities round the clock. They are 
rendering yeomen services living all these days in old and 
dilapidated clay-tile-roofed buildings. The tiles are old and 


the wooden rafters and battens are degraded. As every year 
Kerala has a long monsoon and heavy rains, water is 
seeping inside these building and also damaging the walls. 
The existing staff quarters buildings photos are given in this 
appeal for your perusal. 


Hence we need to renovate two Staff Quarters’ walls and to have a metal roofing sheet on steel fabrication. 


This renovation project is estimated to cost about Rs.25,00,000/- (rupees twenty-five lakhs only). 
We earnestly request your good self to kindly extend the maximum possible support and help our staff to 
have a clean and decent accommodation. 
Donations are eligible for tax exemptions under Sec. 80G of IT Act. 
Donations are accepted only when accompanied with these details: your PAN number, Aadhar 
number and Postal Address.(PAN number is mandatory for donations of Rs.10,000/- or above). 
Donations may be sent either — 
a) By Cheque / Bank Draft in favor of “Sri Ramakrishna Advaita Ashrama” to the above address 
along with your Covering letter stating the purpose of donation 
b) By electronic transfer. To know the Ashrama Account details kindly mail your PAN and Aadhar 
numbers to kalady@rkmm.org or call the Math Office phone 0484-2462345 between 9:00 a.m. — 
5:30 p.m. 
May the blessings of Bhagavan Sri Ramakrishna be on you is my earnest prayer to Him. 


Yours in the service of humanity, 
Swami Srividyananda 
Adhyaksha 
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Dear Devotees and Friends, 


We, devotees of Sri Ramakrishna at Dharmapuri District, Tamil Nadu, have the vision 
of constructing a Universal Temple for Sri Ramakrishna in Dharmapuri. This Temple is 
designed to be constructed in pyramid shape using mainly natural materials like wood, 
metal, and tiles made up of clay etc. This temple complex will have monks’ quarters, 
devotees’ guest house, dormitories for trainees, multipurpose hall, staff quarters, kitchen 
and dining block, security booth and entrance 
gate, common toilets, a restroom for drivers, 
staff restroom, book shop, coffee shop, service 
buildings, and also a watchtower. 

This temple complex will serve as a place 
of Worship and Retreat Centre for the devotees 
and the public. It will also be a Training Centre 
for the youth. Training for the youth is designed | 
so as to bring about all-round development of 
their personality — physical, mental, emotional, wa 
intellectual, and spiritual. This will help them io 
to achieve their goals and become good leaders. Sti Ramakrishna Universal Temple, 

Srimat Swami Gautamanandaji Maharaj, DOOD Eke ED Share 
Vice-president, Ramakrishna Math and Mission, laid the Foundation Stone for the Temple 
on 01-02-2019, Friday morning, at 9:30 a.m. The Temple complex has a serene spiritual 
atmosphere and is free from pollution. It is an abode of peace. 

No great work can be done without sacrifice. This Temple complex is meant for the 
development of society. We all should unite together and contribute generously through 
the means of Manpower, Materials, and Money. Hence, we kindly request you to come 
forward to help us establish this temple and through that, get the blessings of the Holy 
Trio. 


Donation is exempted under section 80G of the Income Tax Act as per unique regn. 
number ABBTS6987NE2016- dt. 24.09.2021. 
Our Income Tax PAN is ABBTS6987N. 
Donation can be made using direct bank transfer through NEFT / RTGS 
Account Name: Sri Ramakrishna Foundation, Dharmapuri, SB A/C No: 7067922519 
Indian Bank, Nallampalli Branch, IFSC Code: IDIBOOONO35 
Sister Vasantha Rani 
President 


Sri Ramakrishna Foundation 


Regd.office: Sri Ramakrishna nagar, 

Swami Vivekananda College of Nursing Campus, Jettihalli post, 
Adhiyamankottaikootu road, Dharmapuri - 636 807 

Contact :9486908430, Email Id - srkfdharmapuri@gmail.com 
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Swami VIRESWARANANDA 


(Tenth President, Ramakrishna Math & Ramakrishna Mission) 
( 1892 -1985 ) 
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\ Zit “The poverty of the backward classes is appalling. They sf x 

8) y perhaps take some food today, a morsel of food not Hi 

OW sufficient to fill their stomach, but they are not sure that > 
i tomorrow they will get another morsel. And there are 
Ass many other problems connected with this that should 


concern us like hygiene, health, drinking wather, economic 
development. All these and so many other problems are 
there to be solved.” 


BES 


—Swami Vireswarananda 
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“Shri Ramakrishna was a wonderful gardener. Therefore he has 
made a bouquet of different flowers and formed his Order. All 
different types and ideas have come into it, and many more will 
come. Know each of those who are here to be of great spiritual 
power. Because they remain shrivelled before me, do not think 
them to be ordinary souls. When they will go out, they will 
be the cause of the awakening of spirituality in people. Know 
them to be part of the spiritual body of Shri Ramakrishna, who 
was the embodiment of infinite religious ideas. [Ylou may go 
round the world, but it is doubtful if you will find men of such 
spirituality and faith in God like them. They are each a centre of 
religious power, and in time that power will manifest.” 


Swami Vivekananda [referring to his brother disciples] 


— tesa = SSN 
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With loving pranams from your 


Dedicated Servants. 
—Singapore Devotees 


VAS 


“SG a” 


“Do not fear, my child. ere: remember that the Master is 
behind you. | am also with you. As long as you remember me, 
your mother, why should you be frightened? The Master said to 
me, ‘In the end | shall certainly liberate those who come to you.’ ” 

—Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi 


Swami Prabuddhananoda 
(1929—2014) 


—Devotees of Northern California 
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HF & LF ISO standards RFID. 1S014443A/B/C, 1SO15693, Felica, DESFire, UltraLight, Hilag, 125/134KHz 
Animal-ID tags 


<> Fixed, Handheld, Wrist-mountable, Ex-d versions 


i 
ee | 
show 


+ ISO 19794 compatible Two factor verification 
+ SAM: Diversified key/Customer Authentication logic 


+ Communication: Ethernet, RS485, USB, Wi-Fi, BT, 
GPRS, Zigbee, Internet connectivity 


¢ Guard Tour Compliance / SLA Monitoring 


+ 18015693 Tags based Smart File Cabinet 


> Just-in-time ordering KanBan Panel 


7 - Show Your Card 
+ Electronic Toll Collection ne 


~ Automatic Fare Collection, integrated GPS/GPRS 
models 


Access Control- two factor authentications, customer 
authentication logic, anti-pass back, real-time headcoun 


+ Enterprise Attendance software, with visitor, leave, 
over-time, Digital Signature features 


+ Cashless Vending Machine Solution 


Contact Now 
0 Senergy Intellution P. Ltd, Mumbai 
() +91 9833132511 
K% info@senergy.net.in & www.senergy.net.in 
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Character’ 


B.E. / B. Tech 


B.E. 
B.E. 
B.E. 
Bie 
B.E. 
B.E. 
BE: 
B.E. 
Bre: 


B.Tech. - 
B.Tech. - 
B.Tech. - 
B.Tech. - 


- Aeronautical Engineering 

- Automobile Engineering 

- Civil Engineering 

- Computer Science and Engineering 

- Electrical and Electronics Engineering 

- Electronics and Communication Engineering 
- Electronics and Instrumentation Engineering 
- Mechanical Engineering 

- Mechatronics Engineering 

Bio-Technology 

Information Technology 

Textile Technology 

Fashion Technology 


M.E. / M.Tech 


- Applied Electronics 

- CAD/CAM 

- Communication Systems 

- Computer Science and Engineering 
- Energy Engineering 

- Embedded systems 

- Industrial Engineering 

- Power Electronics and Drives 

- Structural Engineering 


M. Tech - Bio Technology 
M.Tech - Apparel Technology and Management 
M.Tech.- Textile Technology 


MCA 
MBA 


- Master of Computer Applications 
- Master of Business Administration 


Ph.D PROGRAMMES : 

¢ Bio-Technology ¢ Chemistry ¢ Civil Engineering 

¢ Computer Science and Engineering 

e Master of Business Administration Mechanical Engineering 
¢ Mechatronics Engineering ¢ Textile Technology 

Electronics and Communication Engineering 


|i Ps - 


is a premier Educational Institution in South India, 
offering high quality Engineering and Management 
Education for the past three decades. KCT was 
founded with the vision to create transformation 
in India through Technical Education. Spread over 
a campus area of 150 Acres, the college has over 
5,600 exemplary students. Excellent Academic & 
Research ambience, state of the art infrastructure 
& amenities, collaborations with 8 foreign univer- 
sities, experienced and committed faculties are 
the other unique features of this Institution. KCT 
STPI-IT PARK — is functioning under the STPI 
umbrella with 2,00,000 sq.ft. of space. A record 
placement history in reputed Multinational and Na- 
tional Companies is a live testimony to the quality 
of education that is imparted at KCT. 


— Center of Excellence in Advanced 
Design was established to bring “SCIENCE TO 
ENGINEERING” culture using “HIGH 
PERFORMANCE COMPUTING” and address 
the technological needs for the country through 
quality education and training. 


- Is a KCT Student’s Initiative - 
Technology Incubation Center that aims at people 
working on their ideas to see it as a product. 


KUMARAGURU 


college of technology 
character is life 


Approved by AICTE | Affiliated to Anna University | Accredited by NAAC | ISO 9001-2008 


Coimbatore - 641049 Tamil Nadu INDIA 


Tel : +91 422 266 11 00 | Fax: +91 422 266 94 06 


info@kct.ac.in / www.kct.ac.in 
https://www.facebook.com/KCT.edu 
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Swami ABHAYANANDA 
(Former Manager, Ramakrishna Math, Belur Math) 


( 1890 -1989 ) 


“Self-knowledge is our aim in life. Service is an essential means to 
reach that goal. The most important thing to remember is that these are 
all Master’s work.” 


—Swami Abhayananada 
Stories of Vedanta Monks, (vol. 1),p 103, 
Swami Chetanananda 
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Youth of India Arise! 
Swami Vireswarananda 


This booklet is an English translation of the address by Revered Swami 
Vireswarananda Maharaj, the tenth president of the Ramakrishna Order, 
to the youth on the first National Youth Day celebrations held at Belur 
Math on 12 January 1985. The second part of this booklet contains his 


Pages 34 | Price 15 benedictory address to the youth assembled for the same occasion. The 


fe focus of the booklet is to empower youth to rebuild India on the lines 


envisaged by Swami Vivekananda. This booklet will help students build goals on the lines of 
. spirituality and service, and make India great again. 


4 
nf 


How the Modern Youth can Confront their Problems 
Swami Harshananda 


This tiny booklet by Swami Harshananda, a senior monk of the Ramakrishna 
Order, discusses the myriad problems—regionalism, communalism and 
casteism; bigoted religious leaders and their institutions; unscrupulous 
money-power and politics; smoking, bars, cinema houses and television— 
that plague the youth of today. This booklet will help the youth identify Pages 28 


problems and find possible solutions. Price 210 


To the Youth: Your Questions and Our Answers 
Swami Harshananda 


This booklet contains questions and answers related to the problems 
of the youth that are prevalent in the society. The questions were 
raised by the students in one of the Youth Conventions at Bangalore, 
which were deftly answered by Swami Harshananda. These questions- 
answers of significant value is a must-read for all students. It will help 
them resolve their complex problems, channelise their potential in 
achieving their goals, and contribute their part in building a healthy 
society. 


For copies mail to Publication Department, Sri Ramakrishna Math, Chennai <publication@chennaimath.org > : 
Buy books online at istore.chennaimath.org and eBooks at www.vedantaebooks.org 
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Advaita. Ashrama is a_ branch _ of 
Ramakrishna Math, Belur Math. It was founded 
by Swami Vivekananda in 1899 at Mayavati in 
the Himalayas. It is the premier publication 
house of the Ramakrishna Order. For more than 
a century Advaita Ashrama has been spreading 
the message of Advaita Vedanta all over the 
world through publication of books on Vedanta. 

Advaita Vedanta is the core ideology of Hindu 
Dharma. 

In 1920, the publication work of the 
Ashrama was shifted from Mayavati in the Himalayas to Kolkata, where it changed places four 
times before it settled down in 1960 in a small building at 5 Dehi Entally Road. In recent decades, 
the Ashrama has been facing difficulties in conducting its activities efficiently due to an acute 
shortage of space. Hence arose the dire need to construct a new building on our adjacent plot of 
land at 36 Ananda Palit Road. 

This new building is going to be a ground-plus-six-storied structure. It will have a vast area 
for the stocking of printed books and publication related activities. Every department will have 
its individual office space. There will be a spacious sales section, a 400-seat auditorium to hold 
regular classes for the benefit of all, a meditation hall for devotees and visitors, a monks’ quarter, 
a staff quarter, rooms for guests, and rooms to conduct educational and character development 
activities for the local youth. 

The estimated cost of this project is rupees 42 crores. With the help of donations coming 
from large-hearted devotees, we have been able to collect till now around rupees 17 crores. To 
complete the work, we need additional funds of approximately rupees 25 crores. 

We therefore appeal to all the devotees and admirers of Swami Vivekananda to come for- 
ward and help us complete this project by making donations to whatever extent possible. The 
foundation stone for this project was laid on 30 March 2022 and we expect the work to be com- 
pleted within three years. Every rupee or dollar donated by you will be furthering the cause of 
Hindu Dharma and Swami Vivekananda. 

Donations to Advaita Ashrama are eligible for Income Tax exemption u/s 80G (5) (vi) of IT Act, 
1961. Indian citizens can donate online through our website: https://advaitaashrama.org/donate. 

Our bank details for donations by Indian citizens only (strictly) towards New Building 
Construction : Bandhan Bank, CIT Road Branch P-8, CIT Road, Kolkata 700014 ia 

A/c Name: Advaita Ashrama; A/c No: 50190020938949; IFSC: BDBLO001843 

Please send us an email to mail@advaitaashrama.org in case of online transfer / ts 
NEFT providing your full address, phone number and PAN. 

Foreign citizens may write to us at mail@advaitaashrama.org to know Wire Transfer details. 


Yours in OM, 


Advaita Ashrama. Bis Ihde nen do 


(Publication House of Ramakrishna Math) Swami Shaddhidanands 
5 Dehi Entally Road,Kolkata 700 014 (Adhyaksha) 


Ph: (+91) 7439664481 / 7603067067 


327 


OS wea 


rer * D. Ghosh- 9874495450, 8777060675 || 
| ais » S. Palit- 967479068 « D. Dutta- 9830161569 _ 


Ger eral ees & Investment Eeeany Limited se 


r, Kolkata - 700 069, Phone : 033 2262 5965 


seta iperas.coin e E-mail : feedb: Eespoorioss.co.3n 
ve CIN : U66010WB1932PLC007490 


329 


Swami! GAMBHIRANANDA 


(Eleventh President, Ramakrishna Math & Ramakrishna Mission) 
( 1899 -1988 ) 


“He cannot be seen, neither above, nor across, 
nor in the middle. He is beyond grasp. There is 
no image that is true to His form. His name is 


& glory itself.” 


— Swami Gambhirananda is 
Svetasvatara Upanishad - Chapt 4 - 19 w 


UrGENT REMINDER From 
PRABUDDHA BHARATA TEAM 
For ALL PRABUDDHA BHARATA SUBSCRIBERS 


Dear Prabuddha Bharata Subscriber, 


Namaste. First, we wish to thank you all for your continued 
support of Prabuddha Bharata. 

Second, we would like to give an urgent reminder that nearly 
700 Prabuddha Bharata subscriptions will be expiring either in 
December 2022 or January 2023. If your subscription will expire in 
either of these months, we request that you renew at the earliest. 
You may click on and renew through the link below: 

https://shop.advaitaashrama.org/subscribe/ 

Again, we encourage all subscribers in India who are not 
receiving the issue regularly to opt for registered post as well. 


With warm regards, 


PB Team 


Please write to: 

ADVAITA ASHRAMA, 

5 Dehi Entally Road, Kolkata 700 014, India 

For Prabuddha Bharata Phones: 033-22866450, 7603067067 
Online Subscription Email: mail@advaitaashrama.org 
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RAMAKRISHNA SARADA MISSION SISTER NIVEDITA GIRLS’ SCHOOL 


5, Nivedita Lane, Kolkata-700003, Ph: +91-33-25541516 


aa (A Branch Centre of Sri Sarada Math & Ramakrishna Sarada Mission, Dakshineswar) \ 


LY LAN APPEAL | 
a Dear devotees and well-wishers, 

Ramakrishna Sarada Mission Sister Nivedita Girls’ School is a 124-year-old institution steeped ' 
in history, heritage, and rich learning traditions. Inspired by Swami 
Vivekananda, his illustrious disciple, Sister Nivedita founded this school 
on 13th November 1898 in a rented house at 16, Bosepara Lane. The 
Holy Mother Sri Sarada Devi graced the occasion in the presence of 
Swami Vivekananda, Swami Brahmananda, and Swami Saradananda 
and prayed: “May the Divine Mother shower her blessings upon this 
school and the girls trained here be the ideal girls”. Thus, the school 
had its humble beginning with this benediction of Jaganmata. 

Located in North Kolkata, it is a philanthropic and non-profitable 
Unaided Private School imparting primary and secondary education 
to more than 1000 girls. The school is going to complete 125 years in 
2023. Initiatives have been taken to raise funds for the expansion and 
infrastructure development of the school. We request one and all to | 
donate generously and complete the noble work of Sister Nivedita. 


Pravrajika Devaprana 


Secretary 
DEVELOPMENT FUND 
For purchasing land & buildings for the extension of primary, secondary 
& higher secondary schools Rs 5 crores 
For the construction of a girls’ hostel Rs 1 crore 
For renovation & maintenance of school buildings Rs 3 crores 
THE PERMANENT FUND 
To meet the annual operational cost of the primary & secondary school Rs 2 crores 
Free Students’ Welfare Fund Rs 4 crores 


% All cheques/drafts are to be issued in favour of Ramakrishna Sarada Mission Sister Nivedita Girls’ 
School with the donor's full name, address, PAN no., phone no., email id, and a covering letter. 
% For foreign donations outside India, please visit www.srisaradamath.org. 
Sarada Math Homepage > Donate Online » Donate for Mission >» Any Other Funds > Donor 
Y Details - Select Resident: Others & Add under Note: Development Fund - Donation for 
Ramakrishna Sarada Mission Sister Nivedita Girls’ School 
“* For donations within India, please visit www.sisterniveditagirlsschool.org. 
School Website > School Donation > State Bank Collect » West Bengal > Charitable w4 
Institution >» Ramakrishna Sarada Mission >» Nivedita School Donation 
“* For queries, write to sisternivedita1898@gmail.com. 


o 


“All donations to these schemes are exempt from Income Tax u/s 80G of the 


1.T. Act, 1961. & 


Printed and Published by Swami Vedavratananda on behalf of Ramakrishna Math and printed at 
Gipidi Box Co., 3B Chatu Babu Lane, Kolkata 700 014 and published from Advaita Ashrama, 5 Dehi 
Entally Road, Kolkata 700 014. Editor: Swami Vireshananda 
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The best guide in life is strength. In religion, 
as in all other matters, discard everything 


that weakens you, have nothing to do 
with tt. 


Manufacturers of Active Pharmaceutical 
Ingredients and Intermediates 

Regd. Off. & Fact. : Plot No. 88 & 89, Phase-11. 

Sipcot Industrial Complex. Ranipet-632 403, Tami Nadu. 
Phone : 04172-244820, 651507, Tele Fax : 04172-244820 
E-mail : rao@svisslabss.net Website : www.svisslabss.net 


lf undelivered, return to: ADVAITA ASHRAMA, 5 Dehi Entally Road, Kolkata 700 014, India 


